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ABSTRACT
The federal requirements of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) have placed a new 
focus on increasing graduation rates and reducing drop-out rates. In order to ensure 
that all students graduate, attention must be given to students who are at-risk for 
academic failure. Restructuring and school improvement are terms often used to 
denote the extent of change needed to create schools that are responsive to all students, 
including those at-risk.
The academic needs of at-risk students have not been met through traditional 
approaches. In order to understand ways that can be successful with at-risk students, 
four approaches are presented, specifically school factors, that address at-risk students 
and will be presented as a conceptual framework for this paper. It is important to note 
that other approaches exist, but for the purposes of this study Hixson and Tinzmann’s 
1990 approaches of predictive, descriptive, unilateral, and school factors will be used. 
The school factors approach was chosen because o f the simplicity in describing 
flexibility and tailoring curriculum; however, all four approaches are somewhat 
connected when addressing at-risk students.
The purpose of this study is to address the problem that meeting the needs of 
all students requires a restructure of teaching strategies and non-conformance to one 
educational environment. In this study, the researcher will discuss the school factors 
approach and strategies used that contribute to high school completion for at-risk
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students, and how they can be implemented into the mainstream or general population 
of students.
The methodology for this study is a qualitative case study and will include 
research and data collection through interviews and document analysis. The sample 
interviewed for this study consists of administrators, guidance counselors, teachers, 
and students. Participants will be encouraged to reflect on their own experiences and 
knowledge, and to make value judgments about the meanings o f those experiences. 
Triangulation o f the data, both documents and interviews, will identify and describe 
patterns and themes from the perspective o f the participants.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Serving high-risk students is the urgent unfinished agenda for
American education. Ernest L. Boyer, 1983
The article “Dropout Nation,” which appeared in the April 17,2006 issue of 
Time Magazine, underscores a nagging problem in today’s educational setting. It is not 
a new problem, but a continuing one, namely, the problem of students Boyer refers to 
as “high risk,” a term comparable to the present term “at-risk.” These are the students 
who have the very real potential of becoming school dropouts. “Dropouts,” according 
to Boyer, “have among other things, low grade point averages, a lack of college plans, 
and a low evaluation of their own academic abilities” (1983, p. 244). This message 
resounds today. In an effort to address the needs of at-risk students, this study 
examines strategies that can help students complete their education.
Over the past 10 to 15 years, reducing the number of dropouts has been a goal 
of political reform movements. In 1994, Goals 2000 promised that by the year 2000, 
the high school graduation rate would increase to at least 90% (Goals 2000, 1996).
The passage o f Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994 grew, in part, out of a 
bipartisan recognition that too many United States schools were not achieving at the 
levels necessary to help students complete their education. One of the objectives of
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2Goals 2000 was successful completion o f high school or its equivalent. In addition, the 
gap in high school graduation rates between American students from minority 
backgrounds and their non-minority counterparts would be eliminated. The need to 
transform high school education in the United States to ensure that all students 
graduate has been an increasing topic o f discussion in education since the passing of 
“No Child Left Behind” (NCLB).
Signed into law January 8, 2002, NCLB is regarded as the most significant 
federal education policy initiative in a generation (NCLB, 2003). This federal policy 
has pressured state governments to implement changes to educational curriculum. A 
specific goal, as spelled out in the Federal Register issued on March 6,2002 is that all 
students graduate from high school. These standards have brought into focus statistics 
of high school completion. According to the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) 
(2002), awareness of graduation rates in individual states has been heightened and 
states are pursuing ways to dramatically reduce the number of students who drop out 
of school.
NCLB is a blend of new requirements, new incentives, and new resources, 
some of which require immediate attention, others over the long term (ISBE, 2006). 
Illinois acknowledges the federal requirement in NCLB, and has established 
increments that by 2013-2014, all students meet or exceed the Illinois learning 
standards. According to ISBE (2006), NCLB is an opportunity to align federal and 
state initiatives in support of increased student achievement. Illinois has devoted 
tremendous efforts statewide to meet the requirements of NCLB. The state set key
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3dates for assessments and accountability beginning in 2002. It is the policy of NCLB 
that every state develop and implement a single statewide accountability system and 
account for the achievement of all public school students (ISBE, 2006). Illinois has 
begun its part by implementing the initiative so that every classroom enjoys the 
benefits o f well-prepared teachers, research-based curriculum, safe learning 
environments, and graduation from high school (ISBE, 2006).
The 2000 census reported that over 200,000 people in Illinois, aged 16-24, 
dropped out of high school in the year 2000 (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). 
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), the high school 
completion rate for the nation has increased only slightly over the last three decades 
(2002). This increase is about three percentage points over 29 years and represents 
slow progress toward improving the national high school completion rate. NCES 
reported that 5 out of every 100 young adults enrolled in high school in October 1999 
left school before October 2000 without successfully completing a high school 
program. Despite year-to-year fluctuations, the percentage o f students dropping out of 
school each year has remained relatively unchanged since 1987 (NCES, 2002b). The 
2006 report card in Illinois reported that the high school completion rate was 87.4% 
(ISBE). These results fall far short of the NCLB goal of 100 percent graduation rate. 
Given the above trend, states will not meet the 100% graduation goal unless some sort 
of change is implemented.
Chapter 1 is designed to provide an in-depth understanding o f the proposed 
study. This chapter is divided into five major sections. In the first section, the
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4conceptual framework is introduced. The following sections consist o f the problem 
statement, purpose of the study, significance o f the study, and a brief overview of the 
methodology. A final section provides a conclusion of Chapter 1.
Conceptual Framework 
In order to ensure that each child in America is able to meet the learning 
standards and graduate, attention must be given to students who are at-risk for 
academic failure. When considering the definition of at-risk there is not one precise 
definition to define at-risk students. However, for the purpose o f this paper, the term 
at-risk will be defined as students who are failing or performing poorly in school.
An important component o f the characteristics o f at-risk students is best summarized 
by Hixson and Tinzmann (1990). They state that at-risk students typically are those 
whose appearance, language, culture, values, communities, and family structures did 
not match those of the dominant white cultures that schools were designed to serve 
and support (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990). Currently, four general approaches or 
reasons blamed in students’ poor school performance are shared by Hixson and 
Tinzmann (1990): predictive, descriptive, unilateral, and school factors. These 
approaches are defined in the following paragraphs.
The predictive approach is defined as students who are predicted to drop out 
based on characteristics over which they have no control. Typically, this student’s 
poor academic performance is related to a single-parent home. In other words, the 
family structure did not match the dominant white culture that schools were designed 
to serve and support. North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL, 1997)
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5states that students who are considered to be at-risk come from a variety of 
socioeconomic, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds, such as single-parent homes or 
homes with other relatives. McGee (2001) adds that students face personal and social 
problems that greatly interfere with education and learning. Among these issues 
include parents who are divorced or were never wed. This was a contributor to lack of 
support for education in the home.
The descriptive approach waits until school-related problems occur and then 
identifies the student as at-risk (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990). Students who are already 
performing poorly or failing in school are at-risk because they have not been able to 
successfully take advantage of the “regular” school program and will likely fall further 
behind or drop out.
The unilateral approach views all students are at-risk in one way or another 
with the increase in the number and complexity of problems. From this perspective, 
structural and organizational factors in the current model o f schooling have most often 
and most consistently resulted in unacceptable levels o f academic and intellectual 
development, whether the students finish school or not (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990).
A final approach, the approach that is the focus o f this research, is school 
factors. School factors have been identified as those factors hindering the academic 
achievement o f many students. They include inflexible schedules; narrow curriculum; 
a priority focus on basic/lower order skills; inappropriate, limited, and rigid 
instructional materials; over-reliance on standardized tests to make instructional and 
curricular decisions; tracking; isolated pull-out programs; and teachers’ and
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6administrators’ beliefs and attitudes toward both students and their parents (Hixson & 
Tinzmann, 1990).
One of the school factors mentioned above that hinders student achievement is 
standardized testing. Rossi (1994a) contends that assessment tools such as 
standardized objective tests do more harm than good, especially for at-risk students. 
Alternative assessment strategies have been designed to help students demonstrate 
what they have learned, rather than how well they take a test. Such assessments are 
also designed to motivate rather than discourage students who start out well below 
average. Rossi further states that traditional assessment methods can be insensitive to 
the actual achievement or progress of individual students, particularly students “at- 
risk.” This research concludes that there is a need to look at restructuring the present 
school as one strategy for boosting graduation rates and ensuring academic success for 
all at-risk students (Rossi, 1994a).
The primary responsibility o f schools is to design programs to meet the needs 
of the students and to be accountable for responding to conditions in students’ lives 
over which students have little control. What is important is that students flourish in an 
environment that meets their needs, is motivating and supportive, reflects their 
background and interests, and values them as individuals (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990).
Presently schools are looking at a variety o f ways to maximize students’ 
opportunities to learn so that all students will have access to the resources, support, 
and experiences they need to meet academic standards. Although researchers offer a 
variety of approaches, they echo the same main ideas: that the learner and learning
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7system are a mismatch. Students are locked into a rigid mainstream, with restricted 
instructional methodologies, and, as a result, do not receive the education they need 
(Sagor, 1999). Sagor states that significant numbers of students are getting by, but 
certainly not prospering or developing their full talents, in a mainstream curricular 
structure that seems to recognize only one way to learn. He suggests that an 
organizational goal of an equitable school system should provide a diversity of 
learning modalities.
What is being suggested is that students who are locked in a rigid mainstream 
system are at-risk for academic failure. Legters, McDill, and McPartland (1994) 
suggest that researchers, policy makers, and practitioners develop innovative and 
creative strategies that stimulate all students to learn. They believe that few programs 
address the student as a whole person with a variety of complex needs and 
experiences.
Examining effective alternative programs dramatically improves the academic 
achievement and behavior o f dropouts and potential dropouts. Rossi (1994b) points 
out that successful program characteristics address features such as sense of 
belonging, organization structure, curriculum and instruction, and links to other 
programs and services. The right educational environment should include strategies 
that help meet the students’ needs. Educational programs for at-risk students should 
include the following components:
• Opportunities for academic success (revising the antiquated evaluation and 
grading system that recognizes only a narrow mode of learning)
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8• Relevance of learning activities (with different approaches)
• A climate of caring and support
• Help for students with personal issues (through services such as mentoring) 
(Rossi, 1994b)
In response to the higher expectations and standards, school districts need to look for 
alternative or possibly “enhanced” education plans for students.
One challenge for the education community to consider is whether “traditional 
classrooms” are best suited for individual learning needs. Presently the “one size fits 
all” traditional school environment and lecture-style teaching method limits learning 
opportunities and achievement for at-risk students (Edwards & Wilson, 2001). Most 
schools are in large buildings in which students remain relatively anonymous; the 
school day is divided into short time-blocks; and teachers must follow specific 
guidelines, use mandated textbooks, and cover broad ranges o f materials in 
preparation for standardized tests. They are called upon to advance the learning of 
large numbers of students, yet are given inflexible schedules with little or no time for 
either individual or group planning (Jacobson, 1995). Comprehensive school 
improvement is needed to create schools that are responsive to all students, including 
those at-risk of dropping out.
Every student should be able to attend an equitable school system with diverse 
learning opportunities, especially those whose learning styles are different and who 
have different needs. The traditional model is being called into question. Tradition can 
be insensitive to a population of students deemed at-risk with regard to progress,
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9achievement, and graduation. If the mandate by NCLB is to provide all students the 
opportunity for a diploma, then educators and policy makers need to break the 
traditional “factory” model of education and provide a meaningful community of 
learning for all students.
As districts continue to review teaching strategies and programs, the term 
“restructure” must be carefully embedded in these strategies if  students are to be 
successfully educated in our schools without the risk o f school failure. Now that 
students are identified as at-risk for school failure, schools must go about restructuring 
the delivery o f education to these students.
Problem Statement
The problem is schools are still operating in a “one size fits all” model that 
does not meet the needs o f all students. They need to consider restructuring the 
delivery o f education into meaningful curriculum and effective instruction through 
varied teaching strategies to ensure that all students, including those at-risk, achieve 
academic success. Educators need a paradigm shift to broader school restructuring of 
teaching strategies in the educational environment. The rhetoric of educational 
“excellence,” the attack on teaching strategies, and meeting the mandates such as 90% 
graduation rate of Goals 2000, and NCLB are being imposed upon educators by policy 
makers. Education is under attack and reforms have been mandated, yet the number of 
at-risk students continues to increase.
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Purpose o f the Study
This study emerges from a focus on students at-risk for academic failure. The 
study’s approach is to provide data on strategies that high schools in one district are 
using relative to creative and alternative learning strategies, and to consider their 
potential role in broader school restructuring. The purpose of this study is to address 
the problem statement that meeting the needs o f all students, including at-risk 
students, requires a restructuring o f the delivery o f education and effective teaching 
strategies so that all students can achieve academic success. In an effort to address 
poor academic performance of at-risk students in a time of educational standards and 
reform, alternative teaching strategies have been viewed as a viable means of a 
different approach to education. In this study the researcher will discuss the 
approaches o f predictive, descriptive, unilateral, and school factors; how strategies 
used in these approaches contribute to high school completion for at-risk students; and 
how they can be implemented into mainstream education, or the general population of 
students. The research will also address the obstacles that are preventing schools or 
districts from implementing alternative education programs into mainstream high 
school education. Schools need to shift their paradigm to meet the needs o f a changing 
world.
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11
Research Questions
The study actively seeks to answer the following:
1. How do stakeholders define at-risk students?
2. How is Community District helping at-risk students?
3. What are administrators, school guidance counselors, and teachers doing
to motivate at-risk students?
4. What strategies are being implemented to help students learn and achieve
academic success in high school?
Significance o f the Study
With the focus on standards, testing, and accountability, schools must confront 
the issue o f educating all students and at the same time meet standards set by the state 
and local districts. Schools need to consider the match of learner to learning system, 
especially the students deemed “at-risk.” Schools are under an enormous amount of 
pressure because of education policy mandates. Schools need to foster an environment 
that expects the best, where students have relationships with adults who hold high 
expectations for them to achieve their potential.
The results of an evaluation by Groth (1998) suggest that schools can make a 
difference for students, but they need to change educational strategies, alter current 
practices, and provide true alternatives. Groth sees another issue confronting today’s
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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students and families, namely that educators are limited in the type of alternatives they 
can provide by their own lack of vision, and believes that if current practices continue 
and do not offer students true alternatives, students will be alienated, disengaged, and 
possibly drop out (Groth, 1998).
This study reveals the perceptions and practices o f one district in restructuring 
instruction and teaching strategies, as well as promoting student welfare and being 
responsive to students’ educational and personal needs. By using different methods of 
instruction, the goals of successful education and graduation can be achieved.
Since the success of at-risk students is a shared responsibility of teachers, 
administrators, and district administrators, as well as educators who train current 
teachers and state education departments, this study’s findings hold implications for 
all members of the education community. This endeavor is complex and requires 
many changes. Addressing the unique needs o f at-risk students in a standards-based 
system should be a top priority if society is to help prepare students for success in their 
education.
Finally, according to NCES (2000), the importance o f a high school education 
has changed dramatically over the last half century in the United States. Now, 
technological advances in the work place have increased the demand for a skilled 
labor force to the point where a high school education serves more as a minimum 
requirement for entry into the labor force. Completing high school is now even more 
essential in order to access additional education and training for future work 
opportunities.
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Conclusion
The mandate to achieve success in educating students calls our attention to the 
classrooms to determine if  they best suit individual learning needs. Schools must be 
able to change when necessary to provide quality education and services. This chapter 
points out the great need to restructure education to meet the needs of all students, 
especially students “at-risk.” Duke (1999) states that any student who has the desire 
and ability should never be denied an enhanced education. It is also important to note 
that in restructuring schools, educators and policy makers must be mindful that it is a 
legal requirement to provide equitable education for all students. It is vital that 
concern for students at the margins of public schooling must be at the center of the 
debate on how to best restructure schools they attend.
Organization of the Study
The following chapters describe the restructuring possibilities for schools as 
well as alternative education strategies and programs. In Chapter 1, the study is 
introduced, including the conceptual framework, purposes, research questions, 
significance o f the study, and a brief overview of the methodology. Chapter 2 provides 
a review of the literature supporting school restructuring and alternative education 
programs, and a description of students “at-risk.” Chapter 3 outlines the methodology 
used in the study, including the design of the study, procedures for data collection, and 
an analysis of the collected data. Chapter 4 presents the results o f data collected
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
through interviews of administrators, high school guidance counselors, teachers, and 
students of four high schools in Community District. In Chapter 5, data are analyzed 
and connected to the literature, and recommendations for further study are provided.




In response to higher expectations and standards, many school districts have 
developed educational programs to address the challenges o f at-risk students.
Although these programs take many different forms, they are responses to students 
and families whose needs are not being met by traditional school settings and 
curriculum.
This literature review focuses on three main sections that are related to the 
development o f the study of high schools’ responses to students at-risk for academic 
failure. The chapter begins with a discussion o f the professional literature about 
students who are characterized as at-risk. In addition, this section provides a historical 
profile through the decades, and the definition of at-risk used for the purpose of this 
study. The second section provides a brief historical review o f solutions used in earlier 
years, and gives examples of emerging programs for at-risk students. This section also 
identifies the type of students who seek them out, and offers comparisons of features 
of programs or models presently in use. Section three addresses the problem statement 
that meeting the needs of all students including at-risk students requires restructuring 
the delivery o f education into meaningful curriculum and effective instruction through 
varied teaching strategies to ensure that all students achieve academic success.
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Who are the Students? Definitions o f At-risk 1950 to Present
There have always been students who do not meet the educational expectations 
of their time. They exist outside the mainstream mold that defines the dominant 
notions of educational success (Deschenes, Cuban & Tyack, 2001). Understanding the 
characteristics of these at-risk students of the past and comparing them with at-risk 
students today may help illuminate what needs to be done for these students who seem 
to fall through the cracks o f our current educational structure. Such a comparison will 
show that educationally very little has been done for these students who still are not 
successful learners.
Terms and labels have evolved through the decades for these students who do 
not fit the dominant notions of success. These students were frequently described in 
pejorative terms. According to Deschenes, Cuban and Tyack (2001), some of these 
labels were “low I.Q,” “low division pupils,” “ne’er-do-wells,” “limited sub-z group,” 
“slow learner,” “laggards,” “backward,” “occupational student,” and “inferior.”
During the period from 1950-1980, schools began to suggest that the blame lay more 
with the school than with the students. Nevertheless, labels continued. At-risk students 
were labeled as “rejected,” “educationally handicapped,” “forgotten children,” 
“educationally deprived,” “culturally different,” pushouts,” and “dropouts” (2001). In 
the 1950s, leaving school at some point before high school graduation was common. 
Thus dropping out was not considered a problem. The 1950s were a time for 
identifying at-risk students; however, programs to help students were not realized at 
that time.
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1960s
In each era, educators have used labels, in part, to explain away failure on the 
part o f the educational system. In the 1960s, students who did not meet educational 
expectations were most commonly called “dropouts.” Students were divided into those 
who attended school and engaged in learning and those who dropped out o f school.
Another label to describe at-risk students was “candidates for retention” 
(Yonder, 1966). Luebling (1967) stated that these students basically alienated 
themselves from society, while Douglass (1967) coined them as underachievers, or 
students unmotivated and disinterested, who demonstrated the following kinds of 
tendencies:
• Lack of clearness and definiteness of academic and occupational choice
• Weak ego controls
• Withdrawal and lack of self-sufficiency
• Poor uses of time and money
• Neurotic tendencies
• Authoritarianism in the parental home
• Dominant, autocratic, or laissez-faire parents
• No goals or impossible demands by parents
• Immaturity and irresponsibility
• Disinterest in other people
• Lack of dominance, persuasiveness, and self-confidence
• Apathetic and withdrawing view of life.
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Ornstein (1968) defined students not meeting the dominant educational notions 
of success as being disadvantaged; in particular, this author was concerned about the 
Negro. The Negro population, states Ornstein, was increasing rapidly and was quite 
“visible” due to his or her color. Negro children were not being educated the same as 
whites. As a result, Ornstein suggested developing a theory for educating these youths 
and planning a program during the summer where teachers could attempt different 
methods o f successful teaching that might even spill over and benefit the more 
advantaged child.
In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was passed. It 
was considered the most important educational component o f the “War on Poverty” 
launched by President Johnson. Through special funding (Title I), large resources were 
allocated to meet the needs of educationally deprived children, especially through 
compensatory programs for the poor. It was established that low-income homes 
required more educational services than children from affluent homes (Worthen, 
Sanders, & Fitzpatrick, 1997). Johnson’s Title I funding plan for developing an 
education program for these youths launched an important program for poor students 
(Ornstein, 1968).
French and Cardon (1968) categorized students as “dropouts” or “persisters,” 
with dropouts being more trade-oriented and persisters more concerned with 
professions. Scales (1969) expressed concern with the tremendous costs to the United 
States created by dropouts and provided the following criteria for predicting those at 
risk for dropping out of school.
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• Frequent academic failure
• Reading difficulties
• Little or no interest in schoolwork
• Non-participation in extracurricular activities
• Chronic absenteeism
• Hostile, aggressive, destructive school behavior
• Lack of home security or encouragement
• Minimal family education
• Low socio-economic family status
Students with these characteristics in the 1960s were considered to be outside 
the dominant mainstream. They either attended or did not attend school. Little was 
done to help these students other than encouraging them to enter the trades.
1970s
The 1970s marked a time when academic characteristics, as opposed to 
personal, cultural, or societal characteristics, were defined for students at-risk. These 
students were not meeting schools’ educational profile o f success. It was during this 
time that alternative schools became an option for students at risk, and these schools 
were regarded as idealistic havens. McGee (2001) contended that early alternative 
schools encouraged creativity and focused on individuality and personal freedom. The 
schools were designed to engage students who were “turned o ff ’ and had “tuned out.” 
Walters and Kranzler (1970) included characteristics such as age, IQ, reading and
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arithmetic achievement, socioeconomic level, absence, lack o f participation in extra- 
curriculars, and grade point average as relating to early departure from school. In 
addition, they stressed low socioeconomic status, and anti-social or cultural 
characteristics drawn from the 1960s, as a contributor to the dropout. Carrier (1971) 
added that every individual has the right to an equal opportunity to develop in a public 
school setting the skills necessary for a successful and useful life, including successful 
pre-vocational programs. Dean (1973) termed these at-risk or “dropouts” as those who 
did not fit well socially or academically in the traditional high school model. He stated 
that problems concerning dropouts included excess absenteeism, discipline problems, 
low grades, trouble with the law, divorced parents, living with relatives, use o f drugs, 
financial problems, lack of friends at school, and teacher apathy. It is important to note 
that societal, cultural, and personal issues continue to emerge when discussing these 
students. The definition of at-risk has broadened over time.
Jones (1977) contended that teaching and learning techniques were not 
provided to these students, as well as programs that could compensate for the 
handicaps that have been imposed upon them because o f birth, historical 
circumstances, and chance environmental conditions. Johnson (1979) suggested that 
disruptive students had other factors as well, and needed individual programs to meet 
their needs. Such programs would include academic instruction, work-training 
experience, counseling, social service support, and psychological/emotional treatment. 
Whereas the 1960s labeled at-risk students and provided the criteria necessary to 
identify them, the 1970s provided programs for students who could not function in
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traditional high schools. Included in these programs was the PL94-142 (Education of 
all Handicapped Children Act) in 1975. This Act mandated that all students have a 
right to an appropriate education. In order to receive federal funds, states must 
develop and implement policies that assure a free, appropriate public education 
(FAPE) to all children with disabilities (Educational Reforms and Students At-risk, 
1994). The PL94-142 Act and the various scholastic programs were designed to meet 
the academic needs of students geared toward personal, cultural, or societal issues that 
they encountered.
1980s
The 1980s included home life as a contributing reason for students who 
dropped out o f high school. Boyer (1983) defined these students as “disadvantaged,” 
“high-risk,” and “at-risk.” The term “at-risk,” used to define these students, has 
continued to the present. Boyer stated that the main reason students want to leave 
school is that they were discouraged and doing poorly. They have low grade averages, 
a lack o f college plans, and low evaluation of their own academic ability. Boyer 
further acknowledged that dropouts tended to come from poor families, broken homes, 
and have parents with less schooling. In other words, dropouts came from what is 
today referred to as dysfunctional homes. While there is no single formula for success, 
according to Boyer, a close relationship between a student and a counselor or teacher 
appeared to contribute toward success. He recommended special tutoring and a 
supportive relationship between a teacher and each student as key ingredients.
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Durian and Butler (1987) stated that there are a great variety o f conditions 
associated with being at-risk. They identify demographic, socioeconomic, and 
institutional characteristics correlated with a high likelihood o f dropping out. These 
characteristics are as follows:
• Living in high-growth states
• Living in unstable school districts
• Being a member of a low-income family
• Having low academic skills (though not necessarily low intelligence)
• Having parents who are not high school graduates
• Speaking English as a second language
• Being single-parent children
• Having negative self-perceptions: being bored or alienated; having low 
self-esteem
• Pursuing alternatives: males tend to seek paid work as an alternative; 
females may leave to have children or get married.
Durian and Butler (1987) also stated that populations with these characteristics 
were growing so much that if  there was a correlation between population 
characteristics and being at-risk, the situation would in all likelihood worsen. 
Additionally there emerged in the 1980s a concern for English Language Learners 
(ELL) as being at-risk for academic failure. This characteristic was included in various 
literature as contributing to the likelihood o f dropping out of school.
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According to The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) (1987), the 
greatest proportions of those students who were at-risk of not graduating were poor 
and minority, with limited English proficiency. Students at-risk frequently lack 
community and family support. The CCSSO argued that schools also failed at serving 
students at-risk. This failure resulted from low expectations for student performance, 
inadequate “belonging” connections, and the inadequacy of school programs.
Donnelly (1987) also noted the absence of community or school connectedness 
as contributing to the likelihood of dropping out. He contended that at-risk students 
tended not to participate in school activities and had a minimal identification with the 
school. This lack of participation led to disciplinary and truancy problems, 
impulsivity, and problematic peer relationships. Family problems, drug addictions, 
pregnancies, and other problems also prevented them from participating successfully 
in school. As they experienced failure and fell behind their peers, school became a 
negative environment that reinforced their low self-esteem.
Unlike previous decades, the 1980s focused on students struggling in school. 
These children often came from stressful and broken homes. Many had parents who 
were poor and had little education. Additional attention was also given to minority 
students or students with limited English proficiency.
1990s
The 1990s marked a time when specific school factors were considered 
to hinder academic achievement. These factors included inflexible 
schedules and narrow, rigid curriculum. (Hixson & Tinzmann 1990)
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Hixson and Tinzmann, along with Pallas (1989) and Hale (1998), stated that 
the process o f defining who is at-risk and why is a highly controversial one because it 
reveals continuing ideological and philosophical divisions among educators, policy 
makers, and the general public about the role and responsibility o f schools, families, 
and students themselves. The following description describes and summarizes the 
contributors to at-risk status and includes the historical profiles o f previous years. 
Historically, at-risk students were primarily defined as those whose appearance, 
language, culture, values, communities, and family structures did not match those of 
the dominant white culture that schools were designed to serve and support. These 
students, according to Hale (1998), Pallas (1989), and Hixson and Tinzmann (1990), 
were primarily minorities, the poor, and immigrants, who were considered 
educationally disadvantaged or deprived. It seemed natural and easy to define the 
problem of at-risk as arising from deficiencies in the students themselves.
Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) state that there are currently four general 
approaches to defining at-risk students used by most schools and policymakers. These 
approaches include
• Predictive Approach. Students who have certain personal factors such as living 
with one parent, being a member of a minority group, or limited English 
proficiency, are defined at-risk. They were defined as at-risk because they are 
more likely to be among the lowest achievement groups or drop out o f school 
altogether. This approach is also based on a deficit model of students, and their 
families and communities, and rarely leads to any examination of fundamental
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aspects o f the school. This category often places students in the position of 
being blamed for poor school performance on the basis o f characteristics over 
which they have no control.
Descriptive Approach. Students who are already performing poorly or failing 
in school are at risk because they have not been able to successfully take 
advantage of the “regular” school program and will likely fall further behind or 
drop out. This approach waits until school-related problems occur and then 
identifies the student as being at-risk.
Unilateral Approach. With the increase in the number and complexity of 
problems faced by today’s youth, all students are viewed as at-risk in one way 
or another. From this perspective, structural and organizational factors in the 
current model of schooling have most often and most consistently resulted in 
unacceptable levels of academic and intellectual development, whether the 
student finished high school or not. This approach reminds educators that they 
should be mindful o f the axiom that to treat students equally does not mean 
that they should treat them the same.
School Factors. School characteristics that have been identified as hindering 
the academic achievement of many students include inflexible schedules; 
narrow curricula; a priority focus on basic/lower-order skills; inappropriate, 
limited, and rigid instructional strategies; inappropriate texts and other 
instructional materials; over-reliance on standardized tests to make 
instructional and curricular decisions; tracking; isolated pull-out programs; and
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
26
teacher and administrators’ beliefs and attitudes toward both students and their 
parents. This approach does not blame the student for factors over which 
students have little or no control; rather, the schools need to design programs 
that meet the needs of the students they have. In general, the 1990s took a look 
at school factors as an indicator of poor success in school. Their focus on 
inflexibility of school schedules and curriculum was considered a contributor. 
In other words, schools were designed for the dominant white culture, which 
raised the question as to whether the school may be at risk o f failing the 
students.
Rather than categorize or label students, or find a person, group, or institution 
to “blame,” Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) suggest an approach that recognizes 
education as a process. This process takes place both inside and outside the school 
itself and is affected by (a) the social and academic organization o f the school, (b) the 
personal and background characteristics o f the students and their families, (c) the 
community contexts within which students, families, and schools exist, and (d) the 
relationship of these factors to others. Therefore, the degree to which students are at- 
risk in one or more of these approaches, and the ability of other arenas to respond to 
them is important. At risk is the combined characteristics of education environments 
as a whole in which a significant proportion o f students are consistently unsuccessful 
(Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990).
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2000s
More recently, McDonald (2002) made a statement relative to school culture. 
She stated that students seem to get lost in the larger secondary school, become 
disengaged, unmotivated or socially isolated, and otherwise unhappy in the traditional 
school environment. They deviated from the mainstream norms, and that resulted in 
social isolation manifested by emotional problems and low self-esteem.
Lee and Burkam (2003) offered ideas similar to those expressed in the 1990s, 
summed up in two categories. They suggest social risk and academic risk. Social risk 
includes demographic factors associated with a higher likelihood o f school difficulties: 
race/ethnicity, age, language-minority status, gender, family income, parents’ 
education, and family structure. Academic risk, which refers to students’ school 
behaviors and performance, reflects the actual manifestation of school-related 
problems. These behaviors characterize the dropout process. For example, students 
who eventually drop out often have a history of absenteeism and grade retention, 
academic trouble and more general disengagement from school life. Social and 
academic risks, as defined in individuals, are also linked to the characteristics of 
schools that are associated with students dropping out. Kerka (2003) concurred that 
youth identified as at-risk are often those who do not fit the mainstream mold; their 
learning styles, learning disabilities, or life experiences may be factors in low 
achievement or behavior considered unacceptable. Finally, critics are suggesting that 
this mismatch may prompt the question, “Is the school at risk o f failing the students?” 
In examining the characteristics of at-risk students and the conditions for their
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academic performance, a conclusion can be drawn relative to the definition of students 
at-risk for the purpose o f this paper. Given the definitions and arguments o f the at-risk 
student, the definition is students who are performing poorly or failing school.
Current Characteristics of At-risk Students
In order to understand an at-risk student’s need for intervention, we must 
understand the basic characteristics of this type of student. The historical profiles of 
students in earlier years compared to students qualifying for alternative education 
interventions or strategies today are vastly different from profiles o f previous decades. 
Societal, family, and educational changes have greatly impacted youth of today.
According to McGee (2001), today’s students, unlike students o f previous 
decades, are faced with confronting issues such as (but not limited to the following):
• Parents who are divorced or were never wed
• Lack of support for education in the home
• Financial instability and high mobility
• Lack of ties to the community
• Lack of friends at school
• No involvement in extracurricular or co-curricular activities
• History of academic failure
• Poor anger management
• Teen parents
• Victims of physical, emotional, or sexual abuse
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• Depression or attempted suicide
• Victims of rape or other violence
• Alcohol or drug addiction
• Former or present gang membership
• Poor health and little or no access to health care
• Loss of loved ones through premature death
• Alcohol or drug-addicted parents (McGee, 2001).
Understanding the students’ experience is crucial. Groth (1998) argues that the 
failure o f public schools to respond to the issues of an increasingly pluralistic context 
and the resulting problems of students who leave the educational system early have 
moved educators to provide an alternative strategy in public schools. In addition, 
Gregg (1999) states that a focus on fixing “problem” students may obscure or ignore 
school-based problems. According to Edwards and Wilson (2001), the challenge is to 
reach beyond the traditional schooling approach and find ways to help students have 
positive academic experiences.
Table 1 shows the evolution of the definition and characteristics o f at-risk 
through the decades. New definitions and labels were added; however, general terms 
such as societal, cultural, and personal emerged in the 1980s, and encompass several 
labels and definitions. Societal factors included specifics such as cultural (race, 
ethnicity, language, and minority), family income, parents’ education, and family 
structure. Personal issues included grade retention, absenteeism, disinterest in school,
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and rigid school environment. The evolution of the definition o f at-risk is presented in 
Table 1.
Table 1
Evolution o f the Defining Factors Contributing to the Term At-risk




Disinterested 1960 1970 2000
Lack of goals 1960 1970 1980
Low income 1960 1970 1980
Failed classes 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000




Divorce 1970 1980 1990
Lack of friends 1970 1980
Drugs 1970 1980
Financial 1970
Stressful home 1980 1990
ESL 1980 1990 2000
Low self-esteem 1980 1990
Societal 1980 1990 2000
Cultural 1980 1990 2000
Personal issues 1980 1990 2000
Rigid school factors 1990 2000
Historical Overview of Programs and Interventions
A variety of programs were instituted through the years as a means to educate 
at-risk students, one of which was alternative schools or programs. A table 
highlighting the characteristics of students, interventions and modifications, and 
results is found at the end of this section. In an effort to address the perception of poor 
academic performance during early discussions o f educational reform, alternative
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schools were viewed as a different approach to education. Alternative Day Programs, 
as referred to in this study, were first created during the 1970s to provide academic 
options for those students who experienced frustration and lack o f success in 
traditional school settings. They shared the same goal as traditional schools: to educate 
students. The aim was to follow academic, attendance, and behavior standards 
consistent with traditional schools. Table 2 provides a summary of characteristics, 
interventions and modifications, and results o f alternative school programs used in 
place of traditional schools. According to Kallio and Sanders (1999), the term 
“alternative school” traditionally referred to public schools established by states or 
school districts to serve populations of students who are not academically succeeding 
in the traditional public school environment. Kallio and Sanders further point out that 
while there are many types of alternative schools, they are often characterized by 
smaller teacher-student ratios, modified curriculum, and modified or shortened 
schedules. These schools ranged physically from a separate facility to separate 
programs within the traditional school setting. The differences were the methods, 
strategies, and approaches used to enhance learning and personal growth.
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Table 2
Historical Information on Alternative School Programs and Results
Characteristics Intervention and Modifications Results
Failing grades Smaller teacher to student ratios Academic success
Truancy Modified curriculum Conforming to 
education system
Poor communication Shortened schedules Meet traditional 
attendance policy
Behavior and discipline 
issues
Varied teaching strategies High school completion
Unsuccessful in Smaller class sizes Acquire skills for future
traditional school college
Disengagement from Separate facility or program Acquire skills for
school various careers
Lack of sense of Offer counseling and support Success for low SES
belonging services and ELL students
Vocational education Meet diverse at-risk needs
desired Vocational education provided




Sense of community and 
belonging
Team approach to 
education
Behavior problems addressed
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There seems to be general agreement (Gregg 1999; Gregory 2001; Groth 1998, 
Kallio & Sanders 1999; Tice 1994) that in previous decades, students attending 
alternative schools typically displayed the following characteristics: failing grades, 
frequent truancy, poor home/school communication, behavior and discipline 
challenges, and negative encounters with juvenile court authorities.
Grobe (2002) stated that although alternative schools were created to provide a 
learning environment for students who had not experienced success in a traditional 
high school setting, many times students were treated as second-class citizens by their 
districts. Alternative schools often found themselves in weak political positions, and 
misunderstood by professionals in other schools and by the district’s administration. 
Kallio and Sanders (1999) viewed alternative schools as having fallen into several 
categories ranging from community-based schools to residential or court-based 
educational institutions. Gregory (2001) found that this is a reason they often choose 
to maintain a low profile and work hard not to make waves.
Both Groth (1998) and Leone and Drakeford (1999) agreed that schools, in 
their normative culture, may be the source of student alienation and consequent 
disengagement in school, especially for students who do not or cannot conform to 
mainstream standards of a typical student. Groth further stated that the educational 
culture may be problematic as schools continue to serve diverse populations. Students’ 
alienation and disengagement from school may also be the result o f social factors. As 
a result, educators are interested in retaining and providing additional educational 
options for students that would give them access to a diploma. Groth found that
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alternative schools attempted to create alternative programs by adapting policies and 
offering curriculum that will satisfy students’ needs while maintaining conformity to 
the existing practices o f the educational system. For whatever reason, alternative 
school programs provided the needed in-road to promote academic success in high 
school and enable students to complete high school with skills that are needed for 
future success in college and careers.
Alternate programs provided academic options for students unsuccessful in 
traditional school environments. Although school characteristics included smaller 
teacher-student ratios and modified curriculum, the real differences were the teaching 
methods and strategies. Focus was on educational culture to meet the diverse needs of 
at-risk populations.
In summary, both alternative and traditional schools shared a general, common 
goal: to educate students to meet similar academic standards through the expectation 
of meeting the same attendance and behavior requirements. Differences were seen as 
alternative schools offering academic options. These options were also accompanied 
by smaller class size, modified curriculum and schedules, and separate facilities often 
found within the traditional school campus.
Characteristics of Educational Programs for At-risk Students
As previously stated, school characteristics including lower student/teacher 
ratios, modified curriculum, and varied teaching methods were hallmarks of the 
alternative school settings. For the purpose o f this study, a general definition of
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alternative education programs and strategies as summarized from research articles 
will be defined as “proactive responses” to the needs o f  students and families when 
the traditional school curriculum does not meet their needs. From the 1980s, 
alternative education programs supported separation of at-risk students much like the 
alternative school. As the decades rolled forward, researchers looked for other ways to 
serve these students. This section focuses on changes in programs, including parent 
involvement, as a possibility to offset the risk for poor grades.
Donnelly (1987) claimed that successful alternative programs relate work to 
education, have low student-to-teacher ratios, and provide counseling and support 
services. Most programs emphasize flexibility and tailor curriculum to the learning 
needs o f individual students. They are often innovative, provide alternatives to 
traditional promotion policies, offer structured curriculum in nontraditional ways, and 
include vocational education in alternative settings. Woods (1995) also concluded that 
different kinds of programs respond to individual circumstances and needs. In order to 
be effective, programs need to provide one-on-one intensive attention to at-risk 
students, who often have to be reminded that they are competent and can be successful 
in school.
The North Central Regional Education Laboratory (NCREL) (1996) stressed 
that the most promising alternative approaches focus on student assets (including their 
backgrounds and prior experiences), varied teaching strategies, and meaningful 
learning in collaborative settings. NCREL also believes the critical importance to each 
child’s success is the school’s emphasis on high expectations for all students as well as
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parent involvement, which can make an enormous impact on students’ attitudes, 
attendance, and academic achievement.
The Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) (1995) stated 
that successful programs should include a focus on the whole student, warm caring 
relationships, expanded teacher roles, sense of community, and high student 
expectations. In addition, the feature of organizational structure should include small 
size (teacher/student ratios), relative autonomy, comprehension programs, counseling, 
and a safe environment. Finally, SEDL offered that curriculum and instruction should 
feature academic innovation with teacher flexibility in teaching strategies, methods 
and involvement with parents, and community and access to health and social 
services. SEDL maintains that policy makers need to be mindful that as they decide 
how to revise current legislation, they may want to consider improving schools for 
everyone, thus reducing failure for everyone. High expectations are being recognized 
as key to the success of all students, especially those at-risk (SEDL, 1995).
Sagor (1999) and Durian and Butler (2001) reported that they are against 
separate settings or ability grouping for at-risk students. They propose a set o f criteria 
for equitable education for all students. Sagor (1999) stated that children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds should attend schools where the likelihood of academic 
achievement is no less for them than for their more advantaged agemates, and that it is 
unethical for school personnel to be encouraging children to enroll in programs where 
one can fairly predict that performance will be below standard.
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Leone and Drakeford (1999) identified a foundation o f elements that are 
needed to ensure success in alternative education programs. These elements, a 
summary of the above research, include:
• Clear focus on academic learning that combines high academic standards with
engaging and creative instruction.
• Ambitious professional developments that help teachers to maintain an 
academic force, enhance teaching strategies, and develop alternative 
instructional methods.
• Strong level of autonomy and professional decision-making about staffing, 
leadership, budgets, scheduling, curriculum, and pedagogy that are made by 
teaching and support staff who have direct contact with students.
• Sense o f community that focuses on the creation and maintenance of 
intentional communities where students and staff share expectations for 
learning, and students are encouraged to take a variety o f courses and activities 
that enable them to pursue their interests and aspirations.
Regional Education Alternative Learning (REAL) (2000) suggested similar 
successful features of alternative education programs to include culture and climate, 
organizational structure, curriculum and instruction, and system-wide features of 
support services with parents, communities, and social services. REAL further 
suggested focus on the whole student with curriculum that considers their academic, 
social, behavioral, emotional, and vocational needs.
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Kerka (2003) cited eight factors that continue to surface in research of 
effective alternative programs:
• The presence of caring, knowledgeable adults who help establish a climate of 
trust and support.
• A sense of community, or a sense o f belonging.
• An assets approach where students are seen as having resources rather than 
deficits. Assets include connectedness, feeling valued, self-esteem, confidence 
in one’s personal self-efficacy and a sense o f a larger purpose in life.
• Respect for youth, which includes being treated as an adult and helps to build
positive youth development.
• High expectations for academic achievement and responsible behavior, which 
demonstrate that students can succeed at high levels when challenged.
• High expectations that include an array of education options that respond to 
student needs, interests, and learning styles. The high expectations are part of a 
holistic, comprehensive, multidimensional developmental curriculum.
• Alternative programs that provide authentic, engaging learning that connects 
school and work can instill hope in at-risk students.
• Connected and focused curriculum that gives students a solid foundation to 
pursue college and career goals.
Support and long-term follow-up services foster trust in youth because there is 
time to develop relationships with caring, knowledgeable adults without the fear of 
abandonment.
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Moles (2003) advocated small learning communities. He reported that when 
small learning communities (SLC) are used, school climate, safety, and student 
attendance improve, followed by gains in achievement. SLCs are allocated their own 
space within a school. Students of varying skills and abilities are usually placed 
together, sometimes based on their interest in different themes. Moles also stated that 
academics are an example o f a way small learning communities are structured. 
Academics are organized around particular themes such as careers that integrate 
occupation groups who take courses together from their house teachers. Small learning 
communities also include traditionally small schools, school-within-a-school 
autonomous programs in larger schools that are generally responsible to the district, 
charter, and magnet schools, which have a specialty core focus that attracts students 
from the entire school district. Moles concluded that the Department of Education 
established a grants program to help large high schools create smaller learning 
communities rather than to assist students with school climate, safety, attendance, and 
promotion and achievement.
The National Dropout Prevention Center/Network (NDPC/N) (2004) suggested 
that there is a positive relationship between family engagement and improved 
academic achievement. Today’s call for families to become more involved in their 
children’s education both at home and at school is not new. NDPC/N stated that there 
are significant gains at all ages and grade levels for students at risk. High school 
students with parental concern and involvement make better transitions, maintain the 
quality o f their work, and develop realistic plans for their future. They also believed
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that the most accurate predictor of a student’s achievement in schools is the extent to 
which that student’s family is able to create a home environment that encourages 
learning, communicates high expectations for their children’s achievement and future 
careers, and becomes involved in their children’s education at school and in the 
community.
Students at-risk for academic failure have attended school and struggled for 
decades, and society must do something. Woods (1995) contended that students at-risk 
are a national problem. This problem must be addressed by the whole society. It 
requires going beyond the school and solutions require a team approach -  the 
combined efforts o f students, parents, teachers, administrators, and community-based 
organizations, as well as federal, state, and local governments.
Dosdall (2001) stated that to serve all children, we need to meet their unique 
needs. One end o f the spectrum includes accelerated programs or magnet schools, 
where it is not uncommon to require a minimum test score or an audition for entrance, 
while greater assistance is at the other. He outlined that public school systems develop 
continuums o f learning environments, ranging from specialized programs for the 
gifted and students with focused interests to more personalized settings for students in 
need of concentrated assistance and greater supervision.
Sagor (1999) reportd that schools should make alternatives available to 
everyone for the development of academic skills. A significant number of students 
who find themselves locked into the mainstream, with restricted instructional 
methodologies, do not receive the education they need; consequently, there is a
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mismatch between learning and learning system. Schools must offer a variety o f ways 
for students to master skills instead of being part of a mainstream that seems to 
recognize one way to learn. Every student should be given regular opportunities to 
collaborate with peers, particularly those whose learning modalities are different and 
who possess different strengths. Sagor concluded that it is society’s and schools’ goal 
to give students a fair chance to compete. In placing students in particular programs, 
schools should not be influenced by negative predictions made by adults. The strategic 
use of educational alternatives would provide every American student access to his or 
her birthright.
Table 2 provides a summary of alternative schools, their characteristics, 
interventions and modifications, and results indicated to students that attended. This 
different approach to education provided options for those students who experienced 
frustration and lack of success in traditional school settings and programs.
In summary, various characteristics o f educational programs provided by 
research show ways to offset the risk of academic failure. Strong components of these 
programs include flexibility with curriculum to meet individual learning needs, high 
expectations o f learning, support from parents and educators, and focused curriculum 
geared toward to college and career goals. Smaller groups and low teacher/student 
ratio were advocated by some researchers (NDPC/N, 2004). The next section looks at 
some key factors identified in successful programs in given schools or districts. The 
programs provide an educational route for at-risk students by presenting different 
methods and approaches to learning.
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Examples of Programs
Educators are putting the features and characteristics o f successful programs 
into practice depending on the needs of students in a given school or district (Kerka, 
2003). This section provides characteristics o f programs and exemplar models of 
programs relating to the four approaches described in the conceptual framework.
These programs consider predictive and descriptive approaches to offer ways in which 
schools can consider school factors when addressing the needs o f at-risk students. The 
primary responsibility of schools is to design programs to meet the needs of the 
student by providing avenues for students to flourish in an environment that meets 
their needs, is motivating and supportive, reflects their background and interests, and 
values them as individuals.
Socioeconomis Status fSESf 
Although students of low socioeconomic status may begin school with 
significantly different experiences and skills than their middle-class peers, creating 
special learning conditions for these students is important for their academic success. 
These conditions include:
• Effective Schooling - includes maximizing time on task, holding high
expectations, establishing a school climate that is supportive o f academic 
learning, and strengthening parental involvement and support.
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• School Development Programs - designed to address the needs of the whole 
student. The program emphasizes collaboration o f social and academic 
improvement, social and behavior support, and family involvement.
• Full-Service Schools -  that include health care and social service. After-school 
activities for students and adult education classes for parents are included.
• Immersion Programs -  designed to “inoculate” students from destructive 
forces in the environment and help them gain a sense o f empowerment as 
individuals and as members of their community (NCREL, 1997).
An exemplar program designed to address the academic needs of low SES 
students is Upward Bound, a national program in operation since 1965. This program 
provides academic and other kinds of assistance to economically disadvantaged, 
underachieving students, students where neither parent has a college degree, and first 
generation military veterans to have an opportunity to get additional help in 
preparation for college. Colleges and universities or secondary schools with residential 
facilities operate Upward Bound programs in cooperation with high schools and 
community action programs. Intervention strategies include remedial instruction, 
immersion in new curricula, tutoring that often extends into the school year, cultural 
enrichment activities, and counseling. During summer sessions students reside in 
campus housing and undergo intensive training for six weeks or longer. Evaluations of 
the program conclude that Upward Bound is successful in getting students to graduate 
from high school. The U.S. Department o f Education (2007) studies show that 
Upward Bound increased the number of high school credits earned by participants,
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increased enrollment at 4-year institutions (post secondary education), and increased 
the likelihood of students attending 4-year colleges and universities for students with 
lower expectations prior to enrollment in programs. For high school outcomes,
Upward Bound increased high school credits earned by students and increased the 
number o f honors and advanced placement (AP) courses for students with lower 
expectations prior to enrollment in the program (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).
English Language Learners (ELL)
For ELL students to succeed in school, they must learn to read, write, 
understand, and speak English; develop academic literacy skills in English to make the 
transition to the work force or into other educational programs; and become socialized 
into American society during adolescence, a time of major emotional, physical, and 
psychological change. Two considerations shape ELL programs:
• Program Location -  where ELL students are placed in specialized learning 
environments to integrate with students from other linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds before making a transition into mainstream classes. Content is 
taught in English but is adapted and sheltered.
• Schools-within-Schools -  provides students and teachers within a school to 
develop and maintain an independent identity. This allows students to 
experience an atmosphere where their specific learning needs can be met in 
small groups (ERIC, 1998)
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One exemplar ELL program is District 203 in Naperville, Illinois. This 
program values students’ diverse backgrounds and unique contributions to the learning 
community. District 203 supports English Language Learners as they develop social, 
cultural, and academic competence in a learning environment that expects students to 
meet high academic standards and facilitates effective communication in English 
through reading, writing, speaking, and listening. The high school level affords ELL 
instruction at the appropriate level in a mainstream English class, “sheltered” ELL 
classes in several content-area mainstream classes with program assistants to provide 
support, and a tutorial period with teacher assistance (Naperville District 203, 2007).
According to ISBE, Naperville School District cleared every NCLB hurdle in 
2006. Recently released high school scores on the Illinois Standard Achievement Tests 
indicate the district’s high school improved already impressive scores, and also 
showed adequate yearly progress (AYP). To make AYP for 2006, at least 47.5 percent 
of the school’s overall student body, as well as each of its qualifying subgroups -  
white, black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, limited English 
proficiency, disabled, and economically disadvantaged must have met or exceeded the 
state’s reading and math standards (The Naperville Sun. 2007).
Alternate Day Program
According to Naylor (1987), vocational education programs have provided the 
“hands-on” approach to education, and demonstrated a connection between what is 
learned in school and what is required for employment. There are two types:
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• School-to-Career (STC) that allows integrating of career exploration 
opportunities, including paid work experience during school or upon 
graduation. Among the skills emphasized are curriculum, real-world 
experiences, and integration of vocational skills so that students are prepared 
for both the job market and college.
• Comprehensive vocational instruction which integrates academics and 
occupational training, counseling, job training, and work experience.
It is important to note that not all alternative day programs are vocational in 
nature. There are also therapeutic alternative day schools for emotional/behavior 
disorder students. However for the purposes of this study, information for the 
therapeutic alternative school is not included.
Although no exemplar alternative high school program has been cited by the 
Illinois School Board of Education, the State of Indiana has provided a review of such 
a program. McKinley Alternative School is recognized by the State Department of 
Education in Indiana as a non-traditional education environment that assists students 
in completing their high school education and earning a diploma. McKinley 
Alternative School provides a place and means where students can successfully work 
on high school requirements in a smaller setting with structured nurturing atmosphere 
and flexible scheduling. McKinley Alternative School prepares students to be 
contributing members o f the community by providing an education that integrates 
education and life skills in a supportive environment.
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McKinley Alternative School meets students’ needs by providing an engaging 
rigorous individualized instruction that is student-centered and self-paced. The center 
also has counseling and social skills training, and counselors meet with students to 
address various needs as well as meet with families. Students attend school part o f the 
day and work at a job the rest o f the day. McKinley Alternative School has a non- 
traditional schedule and prescriptive curriculum based on individual academic and 
transcript needs.
Success can be seen in the data that reflects the school’s positive impact on 
attendance rates, academic achievement, and student behavior. On average, students’ 
attendance has moved from the 80% range to the 90% range following enrollment at 
McKinley, and credit earning has increased from 67% to 91%. Grade point averages 
(GPA) have also increased dramatically from the traditional school (Indiana 
Department o f Education, 2007).
Many are experiencing great success with their strategies to help at-risk 
students. These various program examples can serve as a framework that can be 
adapted to individual schools and districts when addressing the needs of at-risk 
students. The success of educating students calls our attention to learning, 
restructuring, and tailoring programs to meet their unique individual needs.
Meeting the Needs of All Students
The success of at-risk students is a shared responsibility. Teachers, counselors, 
parents, students, administrators, district assessment personnel, educators responsible
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for training current as well as new educators, state departments of education staff, and 
educational laboratory staff all have a role to play in supporting this worthwhile and 
necessary effort. Focused effort and commitment are crucial if  we are serious about 
preparing all students to succeed in the 21st century.
What is true of all students, especially students at-risk of failing in school, is 
that they flourish in an environment that meets their needs, reflects their background 
and interests, and values them as individuals. Schools must work to establish the 
conditions necessary to maximize students’ opportunities to learn. These conditions 
help ensure that all students have access to the resources, support, and experiences 
they need to meet academic standards. There are many varieties o f alternative 
educational programs. Drake (2000) outlined examples o f alternative school programs 
that were developed in response to the educational needs of students and their 
families.
Alternative education programs provide an educational route for many, by 
using different methods to achieve the same goal. Knutson (1998), through her 
research, has determined three factors that tend to protect students and allow positive 
growth to take place: caring relationships, positive and high expectations, and 
opportunities to participate and contribute. Knutson also argued that small class size, 
nurturing teachers, and innovative programs appeal to students who are turned off to 
school. Manning and Saddlemire (1996) determined that a sense o f community 
evolves when learners and educators interact in an atmosphere o f belongingness. In 
the journal o f the Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) (1995),
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“alternative” is described as a perspective based on the belief that there are many ways 
to become educated.
According to Harris and Hopkins (2000), school improvement has become a 
dominant theme in education reform and development. The growing concern among 
politicians and the public about “educational standards” has resulted in a wide variety 
of school improvement interventions and initiatives. Despite a wide variety of 
activities in the name of school improvement, there is still a tendency for schools to 
focus on changes at the level of the school. Schools have a tendency to equate such 
improvement with school restructuring as a whole and suggest that development 
across a school is uneven, with differentiated patterns o f growth and development.
The results of an evaluation study by Groth (1998) suggested that schools can 
make a difference, but we need to change educational strategies, alter current 
practices, and provide true alternatives. The harsh reality remains that funding is an 
important component to ensure the success o f this endeavor. School improvement 
initiatives need to look at programs that affect all students. Groth stated that educators 
must be visionary and understand that alternative programs need options that are 
equitable to all learners. Changes in school programs need to begin with changes in 
attitudes.
Edwards and Wilson (2001) acknowledged the value in engaging students. 
They believe that the alternative schools’ goal is to “reclaim, restore, reconnect, 
redirect, and rekindle their interests in learning and achieving through various 
educational opportunities” (p. 38). They also believe that the development of
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alternative programs and alternative schools provides different pathways for students 
who need a vastly different approach,
Edwards and Wilson (2001) pointed out that the development o f alternative 
schools provides different methods for students needing or wanting another approach 
to education. While programs differ in appearance and methods, they share common 
elements such as increased student engagement, provision o f academic, social, and 
vocational needs of all students, reflection o f personal attention, and support for 
students with high expectations for academic success. The ultimate goal o f these 
programs is growth and educational success.
McDonald (2002) argued that we should not limit the best practices to a small 
percentage of the population. She suggests that traditional schools do not effectively 
serve many (if not most) students and that many of the features and goals associated 
with successful programs would benefit all students. McDonald further contended that 
by directly addressing the core needs of children who fail to thrive in traditional 
school settings, alternative educational settings may one day prove to be the vanguard 
of academic reform in the regular education classroom.
The education of all students including at-risk students is a responsibility that 
must be shared by all stakeholders. Focused effort and commitment are significant 
measures that must be taken if we are to educate all students. McDonald pointed out 
that schools can make a difference, but educational strategies, change of current 
practices, and true alternatives must be provided. School improvement initiatives must 
consider programs and strategies that affect all students.
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Conclusion
This literature review focused on three main sections related to the study of 
students at-risk for academic failure. The first area discussed students characterized as 
at-risk in professional literature beginning with a historical profile. This profile led to 
a definition of at-risk used for the purposes o f this paper. A second major section 
provided examples of successful programs developed to meet the needs o f specific 
groups o f at-risk students. The third section addressed the problem statement that 
meeting the needs o f all students, including at-risk students, requires restructuring the 
delivery of education into meaningful curriculum and effective instruction through 
varied teaching strategies to ensure that all students achieve academic success.
Educators are putting alternative education programs into practice. Many 
program examples are described above, and depending on what at-risk means to a 
given district or school, they may choose to adopt some of the ideas presented in the 
educational literature or design their own program. Successful programs vary in their 
specific features because they are designed to meet the needs o f a unique student 
population. Developing a framework that will guarantee the success of all schools is 
an impossible task. However, proponents have extracted general features that they 
consider central to success. Some of these features are increased student engagement, 
meaningful curriculum and effective instruction, personal attention, and support for 
students with high expectations for academic standards. While successful programs 
may exist in districts across the nation, there is no distinctive success formula for an 
at-risk program. What may be successful in one district may not be successful in
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another. There does not seem to be any consensus on how alternative education 
programs for at-risk students should be structured. The needs o f the districts vary. For 
example, needs o f the at-risk students in the inner city may differ than the needs o f at- 
risk students in a rural school.
This research has presented the features and characteristics of at-risk students; 
however, there are no generic at-risk children and there can be no generic at-risk 
program (SEDL, 2003). There is no magical, quick-fix solution to helping at-risk 
students. At-risk students have dissimilar characteristics and therefore need various 
kinds o f programs and strategies, which respond to their individual circumstances and 
needs.
The focus of the present study follows the premise that individual schools need 
to identify the characteristics and needs o f at-risk students in their own school and 
implement strategies and programs that would best serve those students. There is a 
wealth o f creative ideas in the literature and practical wisdom of the educators in the 
field (Drake, 2000). Educators and community members should adopt a framework 
based on the needs of their students, and implement alternative education programs 
and teaching strategies to ensure that every student graduates from high school with 
the skills to succeed in society. The next chapter describes the methodology used in 
this study.




The purpose of this study is to address the problem statement that meeting the 
needs o f all students including at-risk students requires a restructure o f the delivery of 
education and effective teaching strategies so that all students can achieve academic 
success. In an effort to address poor academic performance o f at-risk students in a 
time o f educational standards and reform, alternative teaching strategies have been 
viewed as a viable means of a different approach to education.
Research Questions
The research questions that guide the current study are also an outgrowth of the 
conceptual framework. They are:
1. How do stakeholders define at-risk students?
2. How is Community District helping at-risk students?
3. What are administrators, school guidance counselors, and teachers doing
to motivate at-risk students?
4. What strategies are being implemented to help students learn and achieve 
academic success in high school?
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This chapter outlines the methodology used in this study. It is divided into 
three major sections. In the first section, the basic research design is outlined and the 
justification for a qualitative case study is provided. The next section is a description 
of Community District, the four high schools, and population o f students in the district 
that served as the setting for the study. The final section includes descriptions o f the 
research instruments for data collection used in the study, data analysis, and validation 
checks.
Research Designs
A research design specifies the organization o f the study and the methods and 
techniques to collect information. In order to present a credible study, the research 
design must be carefully considered and address the nature o f the research questions. 
There were three research designs for consideration: quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed method. Creswell (2003) states that quantitative research involves strategies of 
inquiry such as experiments and surveys, and collects data on predetermined 
instruments that yield statistical data. Conversely, qualitative studies attempt 
inductively to analyze data in a narrative or descriptive method. The mixed method 
involves gathering both numeric information for statistical analysis, as well as text 
information so that the final data base represents both quantitative and qualitative 
information (Creswell, 2003). Yin (2003) states that each strategy has peculiar 
advantages and disadvantages, depending on three conditions: (a) the type o f research
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questions, (b) the control a researcher has over actual behavioral events, and (c) the 
focus on contemporary as opposed to historical phenomena.
Since this study is primarily concerned with how Community District values 
helping at-risk students, a qualitative case study was considered the best approach.
This study aimed to discover underlying motives, feelings, attitudes and perceptions of 
administrators, guidance counselors, teachers, and students relative to students at-risk 
for academic failure. A description of the qualitative research methodology follows.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research stands in stark contrast to the methods of quantitative 
research (Creswell, 2003). Marshall and Rossman (1999) suggest the following 
general characteristics for qualitative research. They state that qualitative research:
• Takes place in natural settings.
• Uses multiple methods of data collection that are interactive and human.
• Is emergent rather than prefigured.
• Is fundamentally interpretative (researcher makes an interpretation o f the data).
• Views social phenomena holistically (broad), and is reflective, using both 
inductive and deductive reasoning processes.
• Involves, on the researcher’s part, complex reasoning that is multifaceted, 
interactive and simultaneous.
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Worthen, Sanders and Fitzpatrick (1997) view qualitative research with the 
researcher as the chief “instrument” in both data gathering and analysis. They also 
state that the researcher emphasizes obtaining “rich” data, which illuminates everyday 
patterns of action and meaning from the perspective o f those being studied. They 
further affirm that the researcher tends to focus on social processes rather than 
primarily or exclusively on outcomes. Finally, they offer that the qualitative researcher 
employs multiple data-gathering methods, especially participant-observation and 
interviews, and uses an inductive approach to data analysis. The data is narrative and 
rich in description.
There are five major types of qualitative research: ethnography, grounded 
theory, phenomenological research, biographical (life history) research, and case 
studies (Creswell, 2003). Within the qualitative framework, a case study design was 
considered the best choice. The research questions suggest this approach because they 
aim to discover underlying feelings, attitudes, and perceptions o f participants relative 
to students at-risk for academic failure in a particular school district. The case study 
approach also follows the characteristics of natural setting, human interaction, and 
emergent, interpretive data.
During a case study, the researcher explores in-depth a program, an event, an 
activity, a process, or one or more individuals. The researcher then collects detailed 
information using a variety o f data collection procedures over a period o f time. Yin 
(2003) states that case studies are the preferred strategy when “how” or “why” 
questions are being posed. A case study involves multiple sources of information such
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as documents, archived records, interviews, direct observations, physical artifacts, and 
open-response questions (interviews). The researcher generally conducts case studies 
to produce detailed descriptions o f a phenomenon to develop possible explanations or 
to evaluate the phenomenon (Creswell, 2003).
According to Maxwell (1998), the researcher needs to understand the 
participants’ perspective and how they make sense of a phenomenon. The exploratory 
role o f the researcher is important; thus the study focuses more on process than 
outcomes.
Qualitative research has the unique ability to provide insight into the 
underlying issues most relevant to the population being studied. The aim is a complete 
detailed description, which, for the current study, is provided in Chapter 4.
Since this study is concerned with a restructuring or modification of 
curriculum programs or teaching strategies, a qualitative case study is considered to be 
the best approach. The case study lends itself to the research and is described by Yin 
(2003) as having a unique strength in its ability to deal with a full variety o f evidence 
-  documents, artifacts, interviews, and observations. The case study provides data 
consisting o f experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge obtained through data 
collection. Data were collected through document review and interviews. Documents 
provided specific details to corroborate information from other sources. Interviews 
allowed the researcher to ask respondents about the facts o f a matter as well as their 
opinions about the topic under study. This case study is a study of Community District 
and the ways the district is addressing the needs of at-risk students and working
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
58
toward ensuring that all students graduate from high school. The next section 
describes the background o f the district, schools, and population providing interviews.
Background of the District School Setting
This study focuses on four public high schools that make up one district in the 
northwest suburbs of Chicago, which will be called “Community District.” The four 
high schools, North, South, East, and West, that comprise one district, were selected 
because o f their focus on addressing the needs of at-risk students and adherence to 
graduation rates mandated by NCLB. The following information is taken from the 
School Report Card for Community District. Table 3 identifies the Racial/Ethnic 
Background of the students in Community District as compared to the state o f Illinois 
for the year 2005. Compared to state figures, the racial background of Community 
District is significantly underrepresented, especially among minority populations such 
as African-Americans and Latino-Americans. Although the literature in Chapter 2 
suggests that minority students complete high school at lower rates than white 
students, completion rates are comparable in Community District. The number o f at- 
risk students is the same among all racial/ethnic backgrounds, including the dominant 
white population in the district.










District 91.7 0.7 5.5 1.9 0.1 0.2
State 56.7 20.3 18.3 3.7 0.2 0.7
Table 4 provides other information, data that suggests the presence o f at-risk 
factors at Community District, (e.g., low-income students receiving public aid or 
eligible for free or reduced-price lunches). Limited-English-proficient students are 
those eligible for transitional bilingual programs. Risk factors are also evident in the 
mobility rate, which is the number of times students enroll in or leave school during 
the school year, along with chronic truants, or students who are absent from school 
without valid cause for 18 or more of the last 180 school days. Again, at-risk students 
are found in all populations in Community District.
Table 4
Students 2005
Other Information (at-risk factors)
Low Limited High Sch Chronic
Income English Dropout Truancy Mobility Attendance Total
Rate Proficient Rate Rate Rate Rate Enrollment
District 4.3 1.5 1.0 0.9 7.2 93.7 6682
State 40.1 6.6 4.0 2.2 16.1 93.9 2,062,912
Table 5 provides statistics on high school graduation rates o f students in 
Community District as compared to the state o f Illinois. Although the overall
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graduation rate is higher than the state percentage of high school graduates, 




High School Graduation Rate




American LEP IEP SES
District 94.2 94.2 94.2 95.4 60.0 81.2 78.8 100.0 73.3 76.8 71.2
State 87.4 85.4 89.4 92.2 77.7 76.0 93.4 86.0 62.8 76.1 75.8
Although the schools are typical among public high schools in Chicago’s 
northwest suburbs regarding demographics, socioeconomics, size of student body, and 
standardized test scores, the schools’ interest with helping at-risk students is the reason 
that they have been selected for study. Community District is interested in helping at- 
risk students and has implemented programs and strategies as a means to help all 
students graduate from high school. As a district, the four high schools enrolled 6682 
students. The majority o f the students enroll in college preparatory courses and attend 
four-year colleges and universities. The District’s ACT score is 22.2 compared to the 
state’s mean o f 20.1. The test scores indicate a commitment to high levels of 
achievement (School Report Card, Community District, 2006) and a high expectation 
exists in Community District. Nonetheless, some of these students who attend 
Community District fail classes and are at-risk for academic failure.
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“North High School” is a four-year high school that enrolls 1430 students. 
Planned improvement for the school includes providing assistance to those students 
needing to improve their skills. In addition, North High School is currently 
developing specific goals to improve student achievement in academic areas o f math, 
English, reading, and science. North High School continues to investigate new and 
innovative ways to answer the question: “What do we do when kids don’t learn?” 
(School Report Card, North High School, 2006).
“South High School” is also a four-year high school that enrolls 1772 students. 
Planned school improvement goals based on South’s recent school report card state 
that they will work toward improving all students’ reading and comprehension skills, 
develop programs to better support students who are struggling in school, and foster 
stronger connections with students. Specific activities include implementing a study 
hall for students who failed to achieve passing grades, which will allow more 
individualized attention to students. And finally, South High School plans to continue 
to revise and improve the reading program in order to raise student achievement 
(School Report Card, South High School, 2006).
“East High School” enrolls 1676 students at its four-year institution. East 
High School, in its school report card, plans to address reading interventions to help 
students become smarter readers (School Report Card, East High School, 2006).
Finally, “West High School,” also a four-year school, enrolls 1804 students. 
West has already implemented several programs this school year to address the needs 
of at-risk students. Faculty designed a “Pathways to Achievement” course that meets
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during the first nine weeks o f school for freshmen to learn study skills and time 
management. In addition, a Guided Study Hall was implemented for at-risk 
sophomores where a teacher works with small groups of students, overseeing their 
work and progress during the first weeks of the school year. Finally, the staff has 
focused on standardized test-taking tips and strategies as well as individualized goal 
setting prior to standardized tests (School Report Card, West High School, 2006).
Population
A total of 19 participants within Community District and the four high schools 
were interviewed, including the Curriculum Director, two principals, five guidance 
counselors, five teachers, and six students. The professional participants have 
experience working with at-risk students, and the student participants are considered 
by the professionals to be at-risk students.
The curriculum director was chosen for his experience with curriculum and 
collaborative efforts in designing programs and classes for at-risk students and all 
students in Community District. The two principals were selected from the four 
district high schools. All four were invited to participate and the two that responded 
first were selected. Two principals were selected for a sample o f the principal 
administrators, just as five teachers, five guidance counselors, and five students were a 
sample of their respective roles.
The teachers needed to meet two requirements to be included in the study.
One criterion was that they must have had experience teaching at-risk students. This
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would exclude teachers that regularly teach honors and advanced placement (AP) 
classes. The other criterion could be met by teaching lower level classes, or experience 
teaching remedial summer school courses in the past five years. The teachers meeting 
the above requirements were randomly selected from 35 teachers. The teachers 
meeting the above requirements were randomly selected. Again, all teachers meeting 
the above requirements were invited to participate, with selection being determined by 
the first five responses, at least one from each building. 5 teachers were selected as a 
sample o f the 35 teachers.
The students were randomly selected by guidance counselor recommendation. 
In addition to being in the 11th grade, the students were selected based on low or 
failing grades, minimal identification with school, not experiencing success in high 
school at more than one level, which could result in potentially dropping out of school. 
Three o f the 6 students had been in lower level or climb English classes. Additionally, 
each school had representation in the study.
Table 6 details the participants by schools, and includes the pseudonyms used 
to identify the participants in the study. All individual interviews were held during the 
fall of 2006.




Participants and identification in interviews
North South East West
Teacher (T2) Principal (A2) Principal (Al) Teacher (T3)
Teacher (T4) Teacher (Tl) Teacher (T5) Counselor (C3)
Counselor (Cl) Counselor (T2) Counselor (C4) Student (SI)
Counselor (C5) Student (S5) Student (S3) Student (S2)
Student (S4) Students (S6)
* Curriculum Director (District Office) is (A3)
Table 7 is a list o f participants and their gender, position, and years o f  
experience in education. Note that the students are all in the 11th grade or junior year 
o f high school.
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Table 7
Participants: Position. Gender, and Years in Education




A1 Male Principal 8 22
A2 Male Principal 5 20
A3 Male Dir. Of Currie. 3 13
Cl Male Guid. Counselor 8 8
C2 Female Guid. Counselor 22 22
C3 Female Guid. Counselor 11 11
C4 Female Guid. Counselor 3 3
C5 Female Guid. Counselor 4 7
T1 Female Teacher 20 20
T2 Female Teacher 10 10
T3 Female Teacher 22 22
T4 Female Teacher 2 2
T5 Female Teacher 5 5
SI Male Student 11th grade
S2 Female Student 11th grade
S3 Male Student 11th grade
S4 Male Student 11th grade
S5 Female Student 11th grade
S6 Male Student 11th grade
The next section provides a summary of data collection and data analysis as a 
simultaneous process, followed by specific data collection techniques, data analysis, 
and validation for the data.
Data Collection and Data Analysis
According to Marshall and Rossman (1999), data collection and data analysis 
must be a simultaneous process. They typically go hand in hand to build a coherent 
interpretation o f the data. The researcher is guided by initial concepts and developing
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understandings but shifts or modifies them while collecting and analyzing data. The
data should be organized, categorically and chronologically, reviewed repeatedly, and
continually coded. A summary o f the steps they suggest as an ideal way to organize
data, and the steps used in this study, include:
1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis. This involves transcribing 
interviews verbatim, visually scanning material, and arranging data depending 
on the information.
2. Read through all the data to obtain a general sense o f the information and to
reflect on its overall meaning.
3. Begin detailed analysis with coding process. Coding is the process of 
organizing material into “chunks” or taking text data and labeling the 
information with a term.
4. Use a coding process to generate a description of the setting or people as well
as themes for analysis. Description involves a detailed rendering o f  
information about people, places, or events in a setting. Then use the coding to 
generate a small number of themes. (Themes are information that appear as 
major findings in qualitative studies and are stated under separate headings in 
the findings sections of studies. They should display perspectives from 
multiple individuals.)
5. Use a narrative passage to convey the findings of the analysis. Decide how the 
description and themes will be represented in the qualitative narrative.
6. Make an interpretation or meaning o f the data.
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The method for analyzing data for this study involved looking for patterns of 
information as they relate to the framework suggested in Chapter 1. Analysis is 
discussed in more depth later in this chapter.
Data Collection Techniques
A major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use many 
sources o f evidence. According to Yin (2003), the use of multiple sources of evidence 
allows the researcher to address a broad range of historical, attitudinal, and behavioral 
issues. An advantage is the development o f converging lines o f inquiry; thus, any 
finding or conclusion in a case study is likely to be more convincing and accurate if it 
is based on more than one source of information. It is likely that these sources 
strengthen the probability that the data are credible and strong.
Yin also states that evidence for case studies may come from six sources: 
documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, 
and physical artifacts (2003). Merriam (1998) details data collection as consisting of 
direct quotes from people about their experiences, opinions, and feelings obtained 
through interviews. Observations, according to Merriam, provide detailed 
descriptions o f people’s activities, behaviors and actions, and documents consisting of 
excerpts, quotations, or entire passages. Merriam further states that “documents” is a 
broadly used term that can also include printed and other materials relevant to a study 
including public records, personal documents, and physical artifacts. According to 
Marshall and Rossman (1999), researchers typically use the following methods for
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gathering information: participation in the setting, direct observation, in-depth 
interviews, and analyzing documents. Not all methods need to be used with every 
study. For the purpose of this study, two types of data sources were used: documents 
and interviews.
Documentation
Documentation can take many forms such as letters, written reports, agendas, 
progress reports, formal studies, and newspaper or other articles. According to Yin 
(2003), the most important use o f documents is to corroborate and augment evidence 
from other sources. First, documents are helpful in verifying the correct spellings 
and titles or names of organizations that might have been mentioned in an interview. 
Second, documents can provide other specific details to corroborate information from 
other sources. Yin also states that one of the strengths o f documentation is that the 
documents can be examined repeatedly, and can be used in support of or in 
connections with interviews.
Documentation is useful because it contains exact information and has a long 
span of time, including many events and many settings. The primary sources of 
documents that are referenced in this case study include published test scores, school 
report cards outlining demographics and population of students, district report card, 
district mission statement and core values related to a commitment to education all 
students, student schedules, course descriptions, and strategies implemented to help at-
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risk students based on recorded (printed) school improvement initiatives on school 
report cards.
Interviews
Interviews, another source of evidence, are one of the most important sources 
of data obtained in a case study (Yin, 2003). Interviews tend to be guided 
conversations rather than structured queries. According to Marshall and Rossman 
(1999):
Typically qualitative interviews are much more like conversations than 
formal events with predetermined response categories. The researcher 
explores a few general topics to help uncover the participant’s views 
but otherwise respects how the participant frames and structures the 
responses.
Case study interviews are open-ended in nature and consist o f “non­
threatening” questions. Two other types o f data collection, a focused interview and a 
formal survey, were also considered but not used because the interviewer wanted an 
open-ended and emergent flow of information. A focused interview is one in which 
the interviews may still be open-ended, but the interviewer would be more likely to 
follow a certain set of questions derived from the case study protocol. A formal 
survey would entail more structured and leading questions that may in turn elicit 
structured answers, perhaps limiting breadth and depth o f data.
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Individual Interviews
Nineteen participants were involved in interviews conducted in fall 2006. 
Interviews were arranged by phone and the questions were emailed one week prior to 
the interview dates for perusal. Each participant was asked to sign a consent form (see 
Appendix A) for the interview to be audio recorded for the study. The participants 
were also given pseudonyms, as were the school district and the individual schools. A 
list of interview questions is provided as derived from the research questions. (See 
Appendix B).
Nineteen participants shared their thoughts by participating in one-on-one 
interviews. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted for approximately one hour. 
Interview questions began with broad questions formulated from the research 
questions and became more specific depending on responses. Individual interviews 
were viewed as a means of eliciting detailed and personal responses in order to learn 
from the participants their experiences with at-risk students. Participants were 
encouraged to reflect on their own experiences and knowledge, and to make value 
judgments about the meanings (positive, negative, or neutral) o f those experiences.
All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed by the researcher.
Data Analysis
Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure, and interpretation to 
the mass of collected data (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Qualitative data analysis
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tends to be primarily an inductive process of organizing data into categories and 
identifying patterns among categories. This is to identify and describe patterns and 
themes from the perspective of the participants.
In this section, techniques for coding or organizing material into segments is 
discussed. General steps as described by Creswell (2003) included:
1. Code or organize the material into segments. For the purposes of this 
study, coding will be used as the primary means of assigning meaning.
• Get a sense of the transcriptions, make a list o f topics, and cluster 
together similar topics.
• List data and abbreviate the topics as codes next to the appropriate 
segments of the text. Find descriptive wording for the topics and 
turn them into categories.
• Assemble the data material belonging into each category in one 
place and perform a preliminary analysis.
2. Use coding to generate a small number o f themes or categories. The 
themes appear as major findings and are stated under separate headings 
in the findings sections of studies. Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe a 
three-stage coding process as an effective way to give data structure 
and meaning. For the purpose of this study, this process will be used to 
guide the analysis. Open coding is used when transcribed data has been 
analyzed for recurring themes. Axial coding emerges during open
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coding and is analyzed in terms of each other. Finally, selective coding 
involves determining centralized meanings from broad data.
Document Analysis Procedures
Documents were collected from Community District and North, South, East 
and West High Schools. These documents included published test scores, student 
report cards, school report cards, district report cards, district mission statement, core 
values, and strategies implemented to help at-risk students as recorded (printed) school 
improvement initiatives. Marshall and Rossman (1999) describe the role of document 
data:
Researchers supplement participant observation, interviewing, and 
observation with gathering and analyzing documents produced in the 
course o f everyday events or constructed specifically for the research at 
hand. The review o f documents is an unobtrusive method, rich in 
portraying the values and beliefs of participants in the setting.
The various documents were reviewed through what Marshall and Rossman 
(1999) consider to be content analysis. The greatest strength of content analysis is that 
it can be conducted without disturbing the ongoing everyday events. A benefit to 
document analysis is to compare the exact information with the lived experiences on 
the part o f the participants. The primary purpose of document analysis for this study is 
to compare the records of curriculum initiatives with the lived experiences of the 
participants. Documentation can contain relevant information for the researcher; 
however, there are limitations inherent in this data source.
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Merriam (1998) cautions that several limitations stem from the basic difference 
between this source and data gleaned from interviews or observations. First, most 
documentary data have not been developed, for research purposes and may be 
incomplete from a research perspective. In addition, information may not be in a form 
that is useful or understandable to the researcher. A third concern with documentary 
materials is determining their authenticity and accuracy. Despite these limitations, 
documents still can be a good source of data. Remembering that documents were 
written for reasons and audiences other than those o f the research will be helpful in 
their role in research.
Validation
Two techniques were used to provide validation checks for this data analysis. 
The first is a member check, and the second is peer debriefing. Member-checking is 
used to determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings through taking the final 
report or specific descriptions or themes back to participants and determining whether 
these participants feel that they are accurate (Creswell, 2003). The member-checking 
of this study included the transcripts of the interview, along with a summary of the 
study for the purpose o f letting the participants give feedback and providing the 
opportunity to agree or disagree with the summary o f findings. Six participants were 
randomly selected from each participant group to review the transcripts o f their 
interviews along with the summary of the study. The interviews were transcribed 
word for word. Due to the accuracy of the transcript it was not necessary to have all
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participants review the remainder of the transcripts. The six participants were satisfied 
with the findings.
Peer debriefing is used to enhance the accuracy o f the findings by finding the 
person who reviews and asks questions about the qualitative study so that the account 
will resonate with people other than the researcher (Creswell, 2003). Two doctoral 
students were asked to review the summaries o f the study to add additional external 
validation to the data analysis and overall research study. Doctoral student LA has 
worked in Community District for fifteen years as a guidance counselor. She has 
completed her data collection for her research and plans to complete her study in 
summer of 2007. Doctoral student AP has worked in Community District for ten years 
and has completed all coursework for a doctorate. He is a social science teacher and 
has worked with at-risk students in his classroom. Both doctoral peers provided 
continuous, informal checking o f data through review of discussions with the 
researcher.
Conclusion
In this chapter, the methodology o f this study was discussed as well as the 
reasons for a qualitative case study. The qualitative approach was intended to gather 
information from a variety of participants in Community District regarding meeting 
the needs o f at-risk students. The sources o f data include the interviews and document 
analysis. Throughout the process, data collected from the interviews and documents
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were continuously analyzed to identify themes. The findings and summaries o f this 
research are provided in the next chapter.




The purpose of this study is to address the problem that meeting the needs of 
all students requires restructuring teaching strategies and an openness to alternate 
teaching environments. In an effort to address poor academic performance o f at-risk 
students in one high school district, the researcher explored this topic with multiple 
stakeholders. Nineteen people from Community District, representing four high 
schools, participated in this study. The participants include five teachers, five 
guidance counselors, six at-risk students, two principals, and one district curriculum 
director (see Table 7 in Chapter 3).
This chapter reports the findings of the study, and is organized according to the 
research questions, first by themes and patterns in the interviews and then by themes 
and patterns in the documents. Participants will be grouped by role in school, 
followed by the role of the next set o f participants until all five groups’ responses are 
reviewed. The order o f participant roles are as follows: teachers, guidance counselors, 
administrators (principals and curriculum director), and students.
The research questions that guided the study are as follows:
1. How do stakeholders define at-risk students?
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2. How is Community District helping at-risk students?
3. What are administrators and school guidance counselors doing to motivate
at-risk students?
4. What strategies are being implemented to help at-risk students learn and
achieve academic success in high school?
Participants were asked 13 interview questions corresponding to the research 
questions (see Appendix A).
Research Question 1: How Do Stakeholders Define At-risk Students?
Three overarching themes emerged from the interview data for the first 
research question. They are: (1) academic, including past and current experiences; (2) 
social, including home life, emotional issues, and attitude; and (3) economic status. 
Data are presented by theme and participant group, followed by a critical analysis of 
the differences and similarities across groups by theme.
Theme 1 - Academic Factors
The number one factor reported by interview participants was past and present 
academic experiences. Teacher participants commented that at-risk students are easily 
recognized through academic performance. One teacher captured this theme in its 
most basic form. She stated her concern: “The at-risk students that I have worked 
with tend to be students who are intellectually capable but because of past school 
experiences are not working up to the potential that we would expect them to” (Tl).
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Several other teacher participants responded with similar statements of concern. “They 
tend to be placed in lower track classes” (T4). “They are barely passing and in some 
cases not passing at all” (T2). “In the computer they are flagged in some way” (T3). 
“At-risk students are not meeting state or district standards” (T5). All of the teacher 
participants commented on students’ placement when recognized as at-risk. All 
teacher participants indicated that at-risk students were placed in more basic track 
classes when identified upon entering high school. An example of this recognition 
includes T4’s comment that “they tend to be placed in lower track classes.” The 
teacher participants also stated their concern for at-risk students dropping out. 
Statements made from some of the teachers participants include: “.. .have the 
potential to drop out of school” (T3), “.. .not working up to potential that we would 
expect them to be and would potentially drop out” (Tl), and finally “ .. .when a kid 
feels that there is no place for them at school they drop out” (T2). In reviewing the 
above comments, it seems that the teacher participants concur that academics play a 
significant role with at-risk students and high school completion.
The guidance counselor participants echoed similar academic concerns. They 
reported that they are well aware of the at-risk students through their midterm and 
quarter grades. Three guidance counselors commented that they have their students’ 
grades easily accessible, and can keep track of their progress or regression, and with 
this knowledge they can intervene in a timely manner. Some guidance counselors 
identified at-risk students as those who are failing. Counselors included past 
experiences as factors as well.
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One guidance counselor defined at-risk students as “any student who is failing, 
performing at a level with their ability and what they have done in junior high” (Cl). 
All five guidance counselors also reported that at-risk students are easily recognized 
by placement in lower track classes, especially when intervening early, such as 
entering high school as a 9th grader.
The administrators responded to academic concerns in a broader sense of 
academic and social/emotional issues. One administrator reported:
.. .any student who cannot function in a normal setting both in an 
academic environment and or a social/emotional environment. We 
begin to look at students who are failing and place them in our Grade 
Assistance Program [a program for special education students to assist 
them with organizational skills, daily homework completion, and 
monitoring of tests and quizzes] (Al).
A second administrator agreed that at-risk students are “those falling behind 
academically as well as having social/emotional issues” (A2). A third administrator 
recognized the academic theme in terms of demographics and described at-risk 
students in the following way.
At-risk students are students being hindered at performing to the best 
of their abilities. We break them down according to demographics and 
group them because when we are looking at implementing programs or 
interventions, we have to look at demographics. (A3)
It seems that the administrators recognized academics as a major concern with 
at-risk students. They addressed placement in programs or interventions for these 
students. This aspect of the academic theme will be addressed in the discussion of 
findings related to the second research question.
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Students interviewed in the study addressed academics in the third person. 
Although the student participants were “at-risk,” they did not recognize themselves as 
such during the interviews, and preferred to talk in generalities. Only one student 
participant listed academics as a factor o f at-risk students. “They are students who 
don’t do well academically” (SI). Other responses were more related to attitude. The 
one comment by the student (S2) made an effective point that students are not as 
concerned with academics when defining at-risk. “The at-risk students don’t pay 
attention in class. When called on they don’t know the answer and laugh about it.”
In summary, the responses that addressed the first theme indicated that 
academics are a key characteristic of at-risk students identified by teachers, guidance 
counselors, and administrators. In addition to academics, both past and current, 
teachers are concerned about the potential for students to drop out of school. Both 
teachers and guidance counselors find at-risk students to be placed in lower track 
classes, especially when identified before high school. Administrators spoke of 
academics in a broader sense, and all but one student participant noted other factors in 
their identification of at-risk that will be noted in the following theme of social factors. 
This theme, discussed next, is also important to the definition of at-risk students.
Theme 2 -  Social Factors
A second theme that surfaced when addressing the research question of 
defining at-risk students is social factors, including home life, emotional issues, and 
attitude. Three of the four participant groups commented on the effect o f social
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factors, like academics, as having an effect on student performance. First, three of
five teachers recognized social factors as negatively impacting at-risk students. One
teacher, (T2), made a particularly strong statement about the significance of social
factors. She stated that students were “capable o f doing class work but because of
home life or past school experiences are not working up to potential.” A second
teacher, (T3), stated, “students are at-risk due to academic failure, home issues, low
SES problems, and emotional issues.” And finally, another teacher placed more
emphasis on the attitude o f the student as getting in the way o f academic performance.
She commented that “students are defined as at-risk by whether or not school is
important to them” (T4).
Guidance counselors also commented on social factors as having a direct
influence on being at-risk. Representative comments from four of five guidance
counselors follow:
Along with attendance, discipline issues, family, and social emotional 
issues, at-risk kids have the potential and abilities to succeed but other 
things get in the way so that they can’t succeed. (C2)
At-risk students struggle academically, either failing multiple subjects or one 
subject due to traits, lifestyle, or personal tendencies. (C3)
These students have poor attendance, low SES, low academic grades, ethnic 
minority, and little extra curricular involvement. (C4)
At-risk students have poor academic grades, as well as trying to deal with a lot 
of personal issues. We try to find out what is going on in their personal life to 
help them improve their academics. (C5)
The last comment in particular speaks to the fact that addressing personal 
issues may in fact help students improve academically. Guidance counselors, more
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than teachers, gave strong indications of social factors as a key theme to defining at- 
risk students.
With regard to the administrators, all three participants addressed social factors 
in general terms when defining at-risk students. Two o f the three commented on 
social/emotional factors. The third administrator broadly spoke o f demographics. A 
comment from A2 was representative of the perspective expressed by all three. “We 
identify at-risk students and discuss what is going on [in their life]. So from the 
academic perspective we also look at social and emotional.” This comment as well 
indicates a strong correlation of poor academic performance and social factors.
Student participants reported in terms of attitude. All student participants commented 
on motivation and expressed these thoughts.
“They look like they don’t care about school or anything” (SI).
“The at-risk students don’t pay attention in class. When called on they 
don’t know the answer and laugh about it. They just don’t care.” (S2)
“They are different from other students.” (S3)
“...at-risk students are students under pressure.” (S4)
“The students that are lazy and unmotivated are the ‘at-risk’ students.”
(S5)
“I noticed the at-risk students are the students that don’t care and do 
enough just to get by.” (S6)
In reading the above comments it is evident that students recognize at-risk 
students by their motivation and attitude. The student responses were not a result of 
hard data such as academic reports, or knowledge of social factors through 
administrative team collaboration, but rather an outward observation.
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In summary, stakeholders saw social factors as playing a role with at-risk 
students. Along with poor academic performance, social factors were key to all 
participant groups interviewed. Teacher and guidance counselors placed a lot of 
emphasis on the impact social factors have on students with regard to their academic 
performance. While administrators reported social factors as a contributing factor 
learned through hard data and team efforts, the students based their answers on 
observation. The students identified a student as at-risk only by their outward 
appearance, attitude, and overall appearance. A third theme, discussed next, is 
economic status. Economic status, although a lesser theme, was noted by some 
participants as a contributing factor for at-risk students.
Theme 3 -  Economic Factors
Economic status was reported by three teachers as a contributing factor to at- 
risk students. One teacher provided a general definition of at-risk as including 
economic status. “Students can be at-risk for academic failure, home issues, low 
socio-economic problems, and emotional issues” (T2). A second teacher reiterated 
this theme in her comment that “socio-economic kids are at-risk too (T3). In speaking 
of “socioeconomic kids,” T3 was also referring to ELL students.
With regard to counselors, only one counselor reported low SES as 
contributing factors. Other comments of personal life style were reported; however, 
these comments cannot be considered in this theme due to the broadness of the 
statement.
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While two administrators did not mention economic status in their broad 
definition, one administrator directly addressed this factor. He reported that, “We 
often break down our data demographically. So you have your low student status or 
low English (ELL) student as not performing to their potential” (A3). He, like the 
previous teacher participant, included ELL students as “at-risk.” Student participants 
did not address economic status in their definitions of at-risk students.
In summary, economic status was reported by three teachers, one counselor, 
and one administrator as a contributing factor in describing at-risk students. This 
theme is considered to be noteworthy, although o f the three themes that describe at- 
risk students, it is only mentioned by five o f nineteen participants, unlike the literature 
that echoes economic status as a contributing factor to at-risk.
Three themes were identified as having emerged from the interview data for 
the first research question. They are: (1) academic, including past and current 
experiences; (2) social, including home life, emotional issues, and attitude; and (3) 
economic status. Data were reported by theme and participant group, followed by a 
critical analysis of the differences and similarities across groups by themes. The 
second research question and its identified themes is presented next.
Research Question 2: How is Community District 
Helping At-risk Students?
Three themes were present in the interview data from the second research 
question. They include: (1) tracking, including specific programs and classes; (2)
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curriculum modifications, including flexibility with instruction, assignments, and 
learning styles; and (3) program interventions, including programs implemented when 
students are identified as at-risk once they are in high school. Data are presented by 
theme and group, followed by a critical analysis of the differences and similarities 
across groups by theme.
Theme 1 - Tracking
One o f the first and most obvious themes that surfaced during the interviews 
centered on tracking, or grouping students by at-risk factors. Three of four participant 
groups commented on tracking when students are identified as at-risk either before 
high school or once they are in high school. The only group that did not comment on 
tracking was the student participants. It is important to note that tracking in 
Community District was seen as a positive intervention to help at-risk students.
Teacher participants commented that at-risk students are identified as incoming 
freshmen and, as a proactive measure, are placed in lower level classes. One teacher 
made a statement about the significance of tracking and articulation with junior high 
schools.
We group our students together in the Best Chance Program. This 
program is for 9th graders that have been identified by the junior high as 
being at-risk. These students have the abilities but are at-risk because 
they have a lot o f absences, do not have a bond to the school, or seem 
not to care. These students are placed in the lower level classes and 
have a study hall with one teacher to ten students. The curriculum is 
broken down to a level or pace the students are better able to manage.
(Tl)
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As students are identified through articulation, placement in lower level classes 
is implemented. However, when students are identified later, they are not necessarily 
placed in the lower level classes; rather, they are given appropriate support through 
program interventions. Another teacher participant responded with a statement similar 
to T l’s statement. Her comment also addressed tracking 8th graders. “Working with 
the 8th grade teachers is very important with addressing the needs of the at-risk 
students. It is a proactive way of placing students in the correct classes when they 
enter high school” (T5). All the teacher participants indicated that at-risk students, 
when identified, are typically placed in lower level classes. These placements are 
intended to increase the appropriateness o f instruction and learning. One teacher 
spoke o f tracking identified through Student Services Team (SST) (a team consisting 
of a social worker, guidance counselors, deans, nurse, and principal to discuss students 
who present a variety of concerns and plan of action to assist students). She 
commented:
When we identify the at-risk students, we provide lower level classes 
such as Climb English [an English class designed to increase reading, 
writing and thinking skills for students reading at one and one half 
years below grade level], basic math and science. We also identify 
through our Student Services Team (SST). (T3)
Another teacher participant made a specific comment regarding curriculum and 
learning styles. She reported that “we have Climb English and lower level math and 
science. The curriculum for these classes is slower or different due to the various 
learning styles” (T2). A final teacher participant made reference to study skills, a
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specific intervention for at-risk students beginning high school. “Our school has 
Pathways to Achievement, a career/study skills class for identified at-risk students 
from 8th grade” (T4).
In reviewing the above teacher participants’ responses, it seems that teachers 
support tracking for at-risk students. Students not identified through articulation with 
junior high are identified in high school through team collaboration by staff.
Three guidance counselors also mentioned tracking as an intervention for 
helping at-risk students learn and achieve in high school. The counselors included the 
specific programs in their response when identified during high school.
We have our Best Chance program which is one teacher to ten students 
in a study hall, Climb English, basic math and science. These classes 
are smaller in number and less homework is assigned due to chaotic 
home life. (C2)
A second guidance counselor offered a similar comment.
We also offer Pathways to Achievement (a class for at-risk ninth 
graders twice a week to learn study skills and time management),
Conflict Resolution [a forum for two or three students to work out 
differences with the supervision and counseling of a teacher], and lower 
level classes. (C3)
A third guidance counselor paralleled the previous statement.
North High School has implemented Guided Study Hall [small ratio o f  
teacher and tenth grade student study hall], Peer Tutoring [one-to-one 
tutoring with an upper classman and at-risk student], Climb English as 
well as lower level classes in math and science. (C5).
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Administrators had similar thoughts relative to tracking and addressed their 
thoughts in the following responses.
We offer Home Court [for non special education students who have 
average abilities but underachieving due to poor study skills, lack of 
homework completion, or family difficulties], identification during 8th 
grade, and tutorial study hall. (A l)
Our Best Chance program is an early identification program for 
students before they enter high school. (A2)
In summary, the responses that addressed tracking indicated that this measure 
is being implemented in an effort to respond to the needs of at-risk students.
According to the teacher participants, identification prior to high school allows for 
immediate response and intervention. Additional recognition and identification takes 
place through team efforts by teachers, counselors, and administrators, and specific 
interventions are implemented. Students did not indicate tracking in their responses to 
helping at-risk students, and did not present a strong theme otherwise. Student 
participants did, however, note curriculum modifications as a means to helping at-risk 
students. This theme, discussed next, is also necessary when helping at-risk students.
Theme 2 -  Curriculum Modifications
A second recurring theme present in the interview data involved curriculum 
modifications. All four participant groups commented about curriculum 
modifications, referred to during the interviews as flexibility with homework, 
assignments, instruction, and attention to learning styles. Four teachers noted the
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importance of curriculum modifications for at-risk students. Two teachers commented 
on curriculum in lower level classes. “The curriculum [in the lower level classes] is 
broken down to a level or pace the students are better able to manage” (Tl). A second 
teacher stated: “the curriculum for these classes is slower or different due to the 
various learning styles” (T2). Two teacher participants commented in generalities, 
referring to all students and individual teacher discretion with adjustments. “We don’t 
really have a solid system to identify but it is up to the individual teachers to use 
discretion and make adjustments where needed or modify assignments” (T3). Another 
example of speaking to all students included “.. .it is important to know a student’s 
interests to relate them to the instruction, in other words, a way to ‘hook’ them” (T4).
Teacher participants above made reference to flexibility. It is not only the 
programs developed by the district or school that help at-risk students, but teachers 
individually see the need to be flexible and address the students’ needs in their own 
way. One teacher participant stated, “I break down the curriculum to a level they can 
understand” (Tl). The other four teacher participants also noted their approaches 
when teaching at-risk students.
I teach slower and a little different curriculum. I need to take into 
consideration the different modes o f learning, different styles of 
learning, different expressions, and different assessments. (T2)
.. .in terms of formally in place.. .individual teachers make adjustments 
or give modified assignments. (T3)
Some students learn by lecture and listening.. .others may need to do 
something physical to remember. I need to address all types of learners 
so there is not one way to teach everything. (T4)
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I think we [teachers] need to be flexible. I have to alter my teaching and 
be on my feet quickly and change it [lessons] every single day. I find 
that modifying assignments, differentiating instruction, and basically 
making accommodations for students helps at-risk students. (T5)
It appears that teacher participants felt it was in the best interest o f at-risk 
students to adjust curriculum assignments and instruction to meet the variety of 
learning styles o f students and especially to address the needs o f at-risk 
students.
The guidance counselors also recognized modification as a means to 
help at-risk students learn and achieve success. One counselor spoke to the 
delivery o f information.
.. .curriculum needs to have interest. For at-risk students it can’t just be 
a lecture curriculum. If the teacher’s style is to lecture, they need to 
realize they can’t do that all of the time. (Cl)
Similarly, another counselor participant verbalized the same thought.
“Teachers have to be in tune to the students. They just can’t have a blanket 
‘this is what we are doing for every single student.’ They have to 
accommodate and modify more” (C2).
A third counselor spoke o f her former school using block schedules and related 
the concept o f modifying to students in all class periods, not just in block schedule 
format.
At my former district, one thing about block scheduling is that all those 
teachers had to use different teaching modalities or strategies because 
the district said that in the duration of time you have to do four to five 
things just to keep students on their toes. I think it helped a lot of kids
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[academically] because teachers did do different things depending on 
the learning styles of the students. (C3)
Finally, one comment by a guidance counselor made an effective argument 
that students do not all learn the same way. Other counselors echoed the same 
concerns.
Teachers need to meet the different learning styles o f students because 
some at-risk students may not be auditory learners [lecture]. They may 
be tactile or hands-on, or visual learners. In terms of curriculum I think 
it is more important for a teacher to feel comfortable teaching a variety 
of teaching methods and some may need to think outside the box. (C4)
Two administrators also spoke directly to modifying curriculum to keep at-risk 
students engaged in learning. One administrator commented:
.. .there needs to be a more hands-on instruction. I think most 
[students] get turned off with being talked to the entire period. If that 
hasn’t worked for whatever reason, they (teachers) need to think of 
other ways keep them active and engaged, and to become active 
learners. (A2)
Another administrator spoke of the modified curriculum as a district goal. He 
remarked,
We have one-third o f our students not performing as we would like 
them to. We need to allow our talented leaders and school 
administrators to tailor and alter instruction to that information. (A3)
Five o f the student participants also spoke to modifications with curriculum. 
Support for this finding is represented by the following statements: ”1 think that if  the 
teacher can tell they are having trouble they should try to explain it to them more or
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encourage them to go in for help” (S2). A similar comment included . .teachers 
should help more individually” (S3). Another student participant reflected on group 
work, and interactive learning environment. “I think if students could do more group 
work in class that would help the at-risk students” (S4). Although similar to the 
previous statement, the following student’s comments address teaching strategies and 
suggest content be relevant to students’ lives.
Teachers should let students come in before and after school or give 
extra time on assignments. Also group work for interaction would help 
the students that struggle. I leam more when the teacher makes the 
content relevant to our lives. (S4)
Two additional comments include: “They should also have group activities 
with more involvement by all students in the class” (S5). “I think the teachers should 
offer help and teach using different teaching strategies” (S6).
Based on the students’ responses, they view curriculum modifications in light 
of “flexibility” with regard to assignments and instruction. The last student participant
(S6) particularly addressed the need for varied teaching strategies.
In summary, the responses that addressed the second theme, curriculum 
modifications, indicated that all four participant groups found this strategy important 
in helping at-risk students. Teacher participants individually and collectively see the 
need to be flexible with curriculum, teach to the various learning styles, and use 
instruction and strategies that accommodate at-risk students. The statement by one 
teacher that “ ... individual teachers should use discretion and make adjustments where 
needed” (T3) connected strongly to all the teachers’ thoughts and remarks. All
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participant groups reiterated this theme. While the students also commented on 
curriculum modifications, their responses were more about “flexibility.”
A third theme, program interventions used for identification o f at-risk students, 
will be discussed next. This theme is also important in helping at-risk students. Each 
of the four high schools has implemented their own identification and programs 
relative to the students they serve.
Theme 3 - Program Interventions
Another theme considered important to the research question of addressing the 
needs o f at-risk students by Community District were program interventions. These 
program interventions are those implemented following identification in high school
th(not as 8 graders). While a similar theme of “programs” is also described as part of 
research question 3, these program interventions are implemented to boost learning 
and motivation, before all is lost in a failed class. Four teachers shared some 
comments about these services. This theme was well represented in the teacher 
responses.
Our school has Students Services Team (SST) and Pupil Personnel 
Services (PPS) [a team of administrators, deans, guidance counselors, 
and nurse to screen and determine educational needs or special 
education concerns of students] that identify at-risk students. These 
teams of counselors, social workers, deans, and school psychologists 
meet weekly to determine at-risk students based on grades and other 
factors, and how they can be served best. Teachers also refer the 
students for the team to investigate. (Tl)
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A second teacher participant commented on the help teachers provide at-risk 
students during their unstructured time and during free periods. “We have SST. 
Teachers provide individual instruction during study hall or before and after school to 
help the at-risk students” (T2). Two other teachers reiterated the previous statements 
of assistance provided to at-risk students.
North High School has Guided Study Hall where students have one 
teacher to 12 students helping with homework assignments. In addition, 
our school has Pathways to Achievement. (T3)
Home Court is another proactive program. Students spend about six 
weeks acclimating to high school through group counseling during a 
study hall. (T5)
In reviewing the above comments it seems that the teachers value the additional 
programs and interventions in addition to their own help with at-risk students.
Four counselors provided the same ideas with program interventions and how 
they are realized.
We offer Peer Tutors, departmental 1:1 tutoring, Guided Study Hall, 
and case manages at-risk students through our SST team. It is important 
as an SST team to figure out what services would be best. (Cl)
Additional support for the findings is represented with the following guidance 
counselor responses. “Our SST team discusses ideas and best approaches to help 
students” (C2). “SST, PPS, teacher referral as a way to identify at-risk students” (C3). 
“East High School has Home Court for 9th graders and as of this year we offer 
Academic Resource. This is a study hall that a student must be placed in if  he or she 
has failed a class” (C4).
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The principals answered questions relative to their respective schools. The 
curriculum director answered on behalf o f the district; however, he acknowledged that 
each school had its own programs. Programs are similar but personalized for each 
school. On administrator summarized how programs are created and implemented.
Each high school has their own way of doing things. Each school finds 
out what the other schools are doing; principals share results and data, 
and it plants a seed for another school. The idea is tweaked a little so it 
is different. I know our Best Chance Program was modified from East 
High School’s Home Court Program. We modified it according to our 
needs and resources. (A2)
A second administrator commented in a similar way. “We offer Home Court, 
identification during 8th grade, and tutorial study hall ” (A l). The third administrator 
also reported that SST identified students and placed them accordingly.
SST teams identify at-risk students and places them in programs. We 
have classes and electives that help at-risk students make a connection 
according to their interests and future goals. It is important to keep at- 
risk students engaged (A3).
In contrast to the above statements made by teachers, counselors, and 
administrators, the students were not aware of all the programs that their schools 
offered. While teachers, guidance counselors and administrators confidently named 
different programs, the students could think of only one or two. The student 
participants are at-risk themselves, but to different degrees. They may not have 
multiple failures but by definition are considered “at-risk.” These particular student 
participants may not have been targeted by the teachers, guidance counselors, and 
administrators for the programs offered because they are a “higher level” of “at-risk,”
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or not as at-risk as others. The student comments were more reflective o f extra help 
provided by the classroom teacher when they personally sought help. When asked how 
Community District is helping at-risk students, their responses included “Students 
have to ask the teachers for help” (SI). Other students commented:
I don’t see the school doing anything, at least not in my class. I just see 
the teacher tells the students to do their homework or something like 
that. They may suggest that the student get extra help but usually the 
students don’t go. (S2)
Teachers offer to help students before and after school. Teachers should 
help more individually. I think if students could do more group work in 
class that would help the at-risk students. (S3)
Teachers should let students come in before and after school or give 
extra time on assignments. Also group work for interaction would help 
the students that struggle. I learn more when the teacher makes the 
content relevant to our lives. (S4)
I think teachers should offer help after school and during free periods.
They should also have group activities with more involvement by all 
students in the class. Also asking questions in class [interactive] makes 
me pay attention in class. (S5)
I think the teachers should offer help and teach using different teaching 
strategies. (S6)
In summary, each high school offers programs and interventions to help at-risk 
students learn and achieve success. Although teachers stated the need to implement 
their own interventions in their individual classrooms as well, they seem to depend on 
the identification and services provided by the school. The degree o f at-risk 
determines the intervention. The student participants indicated through the interview 
data ideas about what individual teachers can do to help.
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Three themes were identified as having appeared from the interview data for 
the second research question. They are: (1) tracking, including specific programs and 
classes; (2) curriculum modifications, including flexibility with instruction, 
assignments, and learning styles; and (3) program interventions, including programs 
implemented when students are identified as at-risk once they are in high school. Data 
were reported by theme and participant group, followed by critical analysis of 
differences and similarities across groups by themes. The third research question and 
its identified themes are presented next.
Research Question 3: What are Administrators, School Guidance 
Counselors, and Teachers Doing to Motivate At-risk Students?
Two dominant themes emerged from the interview data for the third research 
question. These themes are: (1) programs, including programs implemented by each 
school relative to the culture and needs of that school; and (2) relationships. While 
one theme overlaps somewhat with the previous research question, the researcher will 
explain how they differ. Data are represented by theme and group, followed by a 
critical analysis of the differences and similarities across groups by theme.
Theme 1 -  Programs
Supplemental in-school programs or support programs offer assistance to at- 
risk students within the traditional school. These programs vary by need of the school 
and are intended to help motivate students. Teacher participants commented on the
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programs that their respective schools have implemented. Teachers, guidance 
counselors, and administrator participants mentioned SST and PPS as a forum for 
identifying at-risk students (identified other than in 8th grade). The names of programs 
varied by interview participants, but they all contain the same elements of support, 
basically additional instruction and attention, that can make a difference in motivating 
at-risk students. Support for the findings is represented by the following teacher 
participant responses.
Best Chance was created by our principal when she was a guidance 
director. We also have peer tutoring through National Honor Society 
(NHS) students, and lunch/study hall where students have mandatory 
study hall for fifteen minutes of their lunch hour. This is for math 
failures but other subject areas are going to be added in the future. (Tl)
“I think that PPS and SST committees have been formed and that is big in 
recognizing at-risk students. We have also added Guided Study Hall and monitors and 
that provides accountability ”(T2). The three other teachers expressed similar ideas of 
programs. “Our school has SST and PPS. We teachers fill out referral cards and give 
[them] to these committees. But really in working with students it is the relationships 
which we have with them ”(T2). T3 noted:
The programs that I am aware of are group counseling, Pathways to 
Achievement, Guided Study Hall, but relationships are important as 
well. It is also helpful to know their past grades and speak to former 
teachers to see what works best with the student.
All of the schools have Climb English, lower level science and math, Pathways 
to Achievement, and in-services for teachers. Counselors add their own 
interventions in addition to the established programs. Peer tutoring and Guided
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Study Hall have been implemented as a way to help failing students pass their 
classes.
I think as a counselor I have to be a good listener, understand and be 
attentive to student’s problems or concerns, and consider that at-risk 
students may have different backgrounds. (Cl)
Our Best Chance program and Project Success [an academic resource 
study hall for at-risk students or students failing one or more subjects] 
have been implemented as a result o f our team discussion on at-risk 
students. (C2)
Besides the SST and PPS teams we have parent meetings with teachers, 
student, parent and counselor to discuss grades and class performance.
This is an opportunity to share ideas o f how the student can do better in 
his or her classes and improve grades. (C3)
In following standards and school motto “No Child Shall Fail,” 
counselors meet with students at midterms and quarters to find out the 
reasons for failed grades. (C4)
These meetings, Academic Resource and Home Court have been 
created to address the needs of at-risk students At-risk students 
are identified by counselors and teachers and we place them in different 
programs or have teacher meetings. Sometimes the meetings are all 
the student needs. We implement programs we created here at our school 
to help students. (C5)
The principals and curriculum director shared the same program ideas and 
practices when responding to what administrators, counselors, and teachers are doing 
to motivate at-risk students. One administrator commented on the counselor’s role in 
communication of programs.
Along with Home Court, our counselors are very involved in 
communicating the Academic Resource program to parents and 
students to make sure everything necessary is being done to make them 
[students] successful. Along with counselors it has taken all the
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teachers their willingness to be a participant in that [Academic 
Resource] and supportive with students that are “at-risk.” (A l)
A second administrator mentioned students’ role in engaging at-risk students as well 
as all students.
Along with SST, PPS, Best Chance and Project Success we started a 
teacher/mentor program and link crew. Link crew used to be a mentor 
program but now it is more of a leadership role for upper classmen to get 
freshmen involved and engaged in high school. It also gives another go­
to person for freshmen. It doesn’t have to be at-risk but deals with all 
freshmen problems including at-risk students. (A2)
The district administrator commented on programs as being part of a school-wide 
school improvement initiative.
The programs developed in each high school depend on school 
improvement teams. They make sense out of data and develop plans 
for the data. Programs are just starting. NCLB has made us look at 
this. (A3)
The student participants commented that they are not aware of specific 
programs; however, they have utilized help relative to their own needs. When 
responding to strategies, the interview participants’ responses included, “I am not sure, 
but maybe a tutor” (SI). “I think there are programs, but I am not sure. Teachers are 
available after school to help students” (S2). A third student participant was not aware 
of any strategies or programs. “I am not aware of anything” (S3). “I know there is 
math study hall. That has helped me a lot” (S4). The fourth student participant knew 
to see a guidance counselor for resources.
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I am not sure, maybe tutors or other opportunities. If you go to your 
guidance counselor they offer tutors and give a list o f who you can get 
help from but I don’t know if there is a program for that. (S5).
The last student participant comment was similar to the last student. “The only thing I 
know is go into the math office for help. They have a math breakout room so that 
seems like something they do to help. I haven’t really seen any after-school things, so 
that is pretty much it” (S6).
In summary, SST and PPS teams served as identifiers for at-risk students. In 
addition to the interventions, teachers and guidance counselors as individuals have 
their own strategies and interventions with working with at-risk students. Their 
responses varied but ultimately the teachers and guidance counselors commented on 
the need for a relationship with the at-risk students in order to help them to achieve 
academic success. The student participants in this study may not be at-risk enough to 
be identified by teachers and counselors as needing attention. The student participants 
acknowledge help is available but seek help on a limited basis and according to what 
they believe is available. The next theme, relationships, is important to help motivate 
at-risk students.
Theme 2 -  Relationships
A  second theme considered important to interview participants when 
addressing the research question of motivating at-risk students is relationships. Every 
teacher stated that the most successful strategy in working with at-risk students
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involved knowing the students. Their responses relative to the importance of these 
relationships included:
Breaking things down and telling the students “you can do this” or “I 
wouldn’t ask you to do something you couldn’t”. . .give them a lot of 
encouragement and reason to do well. (Tl)
We need to have more patience, a little more understanding because 
they may have a crazy home life.. .when their lives are falling apart 
they are not thinking about literature. We have to have a lot of 
empathy and let them know we are available to talk. (T2)
Sometimes if we can give students some time.. .talk to them one to 
one.. .a few minutes here and there.. .that goes a long way to motivating 
them and helping them believe they can do it. Teachers mean a lot to 
kids. The biggest thing is they probably don’t have adults in their life 
that do care about them. There might be a program out there but it is 
not going to be as effective as a teacher building a relationship with that 
kid. (T3)
At-risk students care about enough to come back and talk to me or just 
to tell me things about themselves, so relationships are important. I 
think relationships ate the biggest factor in helping at-risk students.
For me I need to know them and their personality best.. .helpful to 
know what their homes are like, what their parents are like, what their 
friends are like, what influences them. Things about them or something 
that may have happened to them earlier in life before they came to me 
in my class. If I just know as much as I can about each student.. .1 can 
handle each one with their individual needs. (T4)
My biggest obstacle with at-risk students is the lack o f support at home 
and defeated attitudes. I get together with my students over the 
summer to meet them and find out who they are.. .so all that can start 
building a relationship. I take time to get to know them. It gets to the 
point where they don’t want to disappoint you [teacher]. (T5)
Guidance counselor participants also reported that relationships were important 
in their role as counselors. The following comments illustrate their reflections. ‘“At- 
risk are all so different. It helps to know their background” (Cl). “It’s that whole idea
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that if  you have that one person in the school you have a relationship with” (C2). “It is 
important to think and know the student as an individual” (C3). “It is important to 
share with them your own experience, or try to reach their level, and know their 
experiences in life. It is also helpful to try to relate to what they are experiencing” 
(C4). “I feel like I know these at-risk students very well. Many of these students I have 
a rapport with” (C5).
What clearly weaves through the comments by teacher and guidance counselor 
participants is the importance of student and adult relationships. School engagement 
directly relates to positive school relationships with students. Two administrators also 
commented on relationships as important.
It is important for teachers to know life experiences and just listen.
Listen to kids, where they are coming from, and what they have dealt 
with and what has been part of their life, ups and downs.. .being a 
person. And still have the expectations for learning (A2).
Generally teachers go into the profession because they care and are 
sensitive to helping those in need. First, you have to recognize that and 
appreciate that as being at-risk is someone in need. This is where you 
learn more about social/emotional needs of students. I believe that 
eventually if we want them to feel good about themselves, we have to 
equip them with the right skills (A3).
Three student participants commented on the relational aspect as being 
conducive to learning. One student commented, “I think when they [teachers] relate to 
us and it’s not just all about school; it makes it easier to learn” (S3). Another student 
echoed the same sentiments with “a lot of teachers help me with my day -  not just 
homework. Certain teachers are totally laid back and it helps to have them throughout
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
104
the day to help me get through” (S4). And finally, one student commented about 
teachers just talking with students and sharing current events:
My English teacher keeps us thinking and talking about things today or 
current events. When he talks about current events, it helps me to talk 
about things today and what is happening [in the world]. It makes me 
think and I actually walk out of my English class thinking and getting 
stuff out of it and that usually helps me want to learn in that class (S4).
In summary, program interventions for at-risk students were reported by five 
teachers, five counselors, two administrators, and two student participants. Teacher 
participants view relationships as very important when working with at-risk students, 
and reflected that they are best able to reach a student if  a relationship is present.
Some counselors also commented that knowing the student as an individual and 
having a rapport with them is key to encouraging academic success. It can be 
concluded that teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators believe that it is 
important to make school more personal and meaningful. Three student participants 
also reported that relationships are more conducive to learning, even if the relationship 
is minimal.
Two themes were identified as having emerged from the interview data for the 
third research question. They are: (1) programs, including programs implemented by 
each school relative to culture and needs of that school; and (2) relationships. Data 
were reported by theme and participant group, followed by a critical analysis of 
differences and similarities across groups by themes. The fourth research question and 
its identified themes is presented next.
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Research Question 4: What Strategies are being Implemented to Help 
At-risk Students Learn and Achieve Success in High School?
Two major themes emerged from the interview data relative to research 
question four. They are (1) strategies, including in-services, mentoring, programs, 
school improvement, and curriculum mapping; and (2) relationship building. Data are 
displayed by theme and group, followed by critical analysis of differences and 
similarities across by theme.
Theme 1 -  Strategies 
One of the first themes that surfaced during the interviews centered on 
strategies. While the word “strategies” is part o f the research question, each group had 
their own idea o f how to help at-risk students learn and achieve success in high school. 
This theme includes several interpretations, the first being in-services. Teacher 
participant comments related to networking as means to share information and ideas 
for working with at-risk students. One teacher remarked that in-services would be a 
strategy beneficial to all teachers. She commented that:
I am always open to someone with new ideas. In-services (classes or 
workshops for teachers to learn additional teaching strategies or skills), 
reading specialists, people who could give me new strategies and 
ammunition for literature and writing so that I am ready with new ideas.
I think it is important to keep updating, keep learning. The more you 
have in your bag of tricks, the better when trying to reach all students.
(T2)
Two other teachers responded with similar comments.
I could use other opinions, what my expectations should be for students.
(T3). Our school is doing some in-services during lunch hours. These
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are beginning seminars, for example, how do you accommodate a 
second-language learner into your curriculum. I go to an in-service at 
least once a month to continue learning how to meet the needs of at-risk 
students. (T5)
The teacher participants also spoke about helping other teachers, for example, 
as a mentor themselves. One teacher participant wondered “what strategies do other 
teachers need?” (T3). Teachers saw the need to share their successful strategies, 
especially with new teachers. “I think I do a good job mentoring [new teachers] 
because it is a collaborative environment to do so. Some o f my ideas work for at-risk 
students but there is no hard, fast rule” (T2). One teacher confessed, “it is helpful to 
know who the previous teacher was [for individual at-risk students] and how they 
taught or their style, and if  it worked or not” (T4).
The teacher participants stated the importance for them to have in-services and 
mentoring as strategies for helping at-risk students. In reviewing the comments, it 
seems that teacher participants concur that the above strategies play a significant role 
not only for themselves but for the at-risk students that they teach.
The guidance counselors viewed different strategies to help at-risk students, 
more related to the work that they do as guidance counselors. The first counselor 
spoke of specific tasks that he does in his role.
Strategies include programs such as Guided Study Hall and meeting 
individually with the student. I look at midterm grades, quarter grades, 
failures, and multiple tardies. I then suggest parent/teacher meetings.
It needs to be a team effort. Parents need to be onboard. (C l)
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A second counselor also mentioned SST as an initial launch into other strategies. She 
commented, “Our SST is a team-based problem-solving group. It is very effective 
because we talk and share our ideas together” (C3). Another counselor spoke to early 
identification, or articulation, as an important strategy being implemented at her 
school: “Project Success and Best Chance, these early identification programs where 
students have a mandatory tutorial study hall” (C2). Another counselor also mentioned 
the programs. “We have Home Court and Academic Resource as strategies to help at- 
risk students” (C4). Another counselor, like some of the teacher participants, also 
referred to mentoring.
A teacher will ask me what they can do differently [to help at-risk 
students]. Often I think it is the supervision of the department chair to 
specifically help teach at-risk students and share these strategies with 
the teachers in their department. (C3)
This same counselor also spoke to the SST team. “We have eight to nine 
people giving ideas. All these different people on the team makes us think outside the 
box” (C3). A final counselor participant spoke specifically to learning styles. “I took 
a class on learning styles, something that would help all teachers” (C5). This 
counselor also spoke to the SST team and their approach. “Also, our new program of 
teachers filling out referral cards for SST to study. That is a new good idea we started 
this year” (C5). All five guidance counselors provided strategies they thought best in 
helping at-risk students. Some strategies were similar to the teacher participants; 
however, each participant group responded in ways that they individually believe at- 
risk students are best served.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
108
The administrators responded to strategies in a broader sense, speaking about 
all students in the school. The first administrator commented on school improvement.
Besides our SST and PPS teams, our school improvement team is 
looking at how to help students in the areas Grade Assistance Program 
which is already in place, and we are also looking at the 
social/emotional learning and what we want to do there. (A l)
A second administrator agreed that the at-risk students are already being
helped with strategies in the area o f Best Chance, Project Success, and SST.
Additionally he stated that the newly formed Guidance Research and Development
group would be an important factor in recommending strategies. “I think it is
important to see how we run our guidance departments and what ideas they have for
helping at-risk students” (A2). The district administrator spoke even more globally
regarding strategies for “at-risk.” He addressed curriculum mapping as a means to
reach at-risk students as well as all students.
Our school improvement team [committee of teachers and 
administrators that meet to discuss goals for improvement as a 
result o f needs assessments, identified by school administrators 
or in order to meet the district or school goals] is looking at how 
to help at-risk Students. We are looking at whether we can all 
address at-risk through curriculum mapping. We need to put the 
right tools in their hands to make sure they are successful. (A3)
It seems that the administrators recognized strategies as a means to help at-risk 
students learn and achieve academic success. They addressed various programs and 
interventions for these students as well as all students.
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Only one student commented on this research question as to strategies 
provided. He responded with “I guess something like a place to go during study hall 
for all-around help on all subjects” (S6). The others commented as if  students should 
seek help if they want it.
In summary, the responses that addressed the first theme by the teachers, 
counselors, and administrators indicated that they all have strategies with helping at- 
risk students; however, the strategies vary by group. Teachers were more focused on 
in-services for ideas and mentoring for new teachers and each other, The guidance 
counselors found programs as being helpful as well as working individually with 
students and including parents on the “team.” Administrators were more concerned 
with school-wide initiatives such as school improvement, programs, and curriculum 
mapping to determine content delivered and assessments.
The next theme, relationship building, is also important as a strategy to 
implement to best reach at-risk students.
Theme 2 -  Relationship Building
A second recurring theme present in the interview data involved relationship 
building. All four participant groups commented on the importance of this theme. One 
teacher captured the theme and expressed it for all teachers. “Most teachers go into 
teaching with a soft spot for kids” (T2). Another teacher advocated for keeping 
classes small in number in an effort to be able to reach the students. She also 
commented directly to building a relationship. “The student we are looking for is the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
110
student that doesn’t fit in, doesn’t feel they belong. We can do a lot with school spirit 
for these students” (Tl). Another teacher expressed a similar feeling about the 
importance o f relationships with students.
I am working toward that kind of, like, safety zone and I think it gives 
the student the opportunity to feel like they are not being thrown to the 
wolves, that someone does care about them. To say “I know you may 
need a little extra help,” not to coddle them but to know they need a 
little extra help. (T2)
Another teacher spoke directly about relationship building with her comments. 
“There isn’t going to be a program as effective as a teacher building a relationship 
with a kid” (T2). This particular teacher participant also stated, “I think we should 
facilitate more groups [counseling] and serving that need. We need to give them 
[students] a place to have a voice with an adult they trust” (T2). Another teacher 
commented on possible lack o f support at the student’s home. She strategized that a 
relationship that did not involve calling home may be in the best interest of the 
student.
Sometimes I think home is not always the right place for them to talk, 
so I think that treating them fairly as a person, as a student is what they 
need. I push them to come in during a free period or sometime during 
the day to do their work where I can help them. For my own strategies 
I try to be different to each of them, know how they learn, know what 
they like. (T4)
A final example o f relationship building was shared by a teacher who stated 
that she needs to know her students and takes the time to know them. When speaking 
of the 8th-grade students placed into lower level classes she made the following
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comment. “That’s exactly why I take my time in the summer to know my students. I 
do things different. I take time to get to know them. I helps me to know their 
background” (T5).
Guidance counselor participants also responded to relationship building as 
having a direct link to helping at-risk students. One guidance counselor participant 
commented that at-risk students “are all so different and some are my favorite students 
from the beginning. My at-risk students o f all my students I can remember more than 
anyone else” (Cl). He continued with the following:
I am looking at this through the perspective of a guidance counselor.
Again, I think some at-risk students, most at-risk students, have their 
own personality, and each is different. As a counselor it is helpful to 
know their background. My own background helps me a lot with these 
students (Cl).
A second counselor also emphasized the importance of a student having someone they 
can talk to. She commented that “it’s that idea that is you have that one person in the 
school you have a relationship with” (C2). A third counselor has developed her own 
way of getting to know her students.
As a counselor, I am sending for eight to ten students from study hall 
and speaking to them one at a time to introduce myself and do a short 
personality test with them and then ask them if there is anything they 
need to see me about immediately. Otherwise I have that information 
about them from the personality test so that I know them better. (C3)
A fourth guidance counselor participant had a suggestion for all schools to 
implement. She stated that a small advisory group would allow a counselor to better 
know students and see them on a regular basis. Her comments include:
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I like the advisory group [homeroom for students with the same teacher 
all four years] concept. It is another way to work with at-risk students, 
get to know them, and work with them throughout the year. Otherwise 
I try to meet with as many students individually as possible. (C4)
All the guidance counselor comments spoke to the idea that it is important to build a 
relationship with at-risk students and, in effect, this may help them in school on an 
academic level as well as a social and emotional level.
With regard to administrators, two of three addressed relationship building in 
general terms. The two administrators commented on social/emotional needs of 
students as needing to be addressed as part o f relationship building. One administrator 
responded:
I do think there is a breakdown with regards to social and emotional 
issues, and there is an interest as an administrator to explore those 
relationships through advisors or homeroom, to give students an adult 
they can get to know over a four-year period o f time (A l).
A second administrator echoed some similar thoughts about how teachers can 
be meeting social and emotional needs o f at-risk students as a strategy for helping 
them achieve success in high school:
Teaching is about learning and knowing about students, what has been 
their frustrations, why they are at-risk, finding out from them how they 
learn best, and what makes, like or dislike school. Each teacher should 
listen to their life experiences, listen to kids, find out where they are 
coming from, what they have dealt with, what has been their life, their 
ups and downs, and [the teacher] still having expectations for learning.
(A2)
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Several student participants acknowledged some sort of relationship building 
but in a general sense of how teachers respond to a student who is showing effort in 
their class. One student participant responded to the question o f strategies to help at- 
risk students with: “If you do your homework, you will pass [the class]. The teacher 
will see that you are trying and help you in any way they can” (S4). A second student 
participant also responded relative to receiving help from the teacher. “There are 
always teachers available after school to help the students. When I go in for help, that 
has helped me with my homework” (S5). And finally, a student participant reiterated 
that: “A lot o f teachers are really nice and have you come in before or after school to 
help. There are a lot of certain teachers that help me, not just with homework, but with 
my day. Those teachers are more laid-back” (S3). In reading their comments it is 
evident that the student participants may not have related the research question with 
regard to relationship building, but rather in terms of strategies in general.
In summary, relationship building plays a role with at-risk students with three 
of four participant groups. Teachers and guidance counselors placed a lot o f emphasis 
on the impact it has on students with regard to reaching students with regard to 
academics, as well as listening to students and being that person in the high school the 
students can approach. While administrators reported more social and emotional 
factors needing to be addressed with at-risk students as a strategy to helping students 
leam and achieve success, they also acknowledged that students need to have an adult 
who will listen to them and encourage them and at the same time still hold
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expectations for learning. The student participants spoke of general strategies to help 
at-risk students, including approaching the teacher for academic help.
Two major themes were identified from the interview data for the fourth 
research question. The first was (1) strategies, including inservices, mentoring, 
intervention programs, school improvement, and curriculum mapping. The second 
was relationship building. Data were reported by theme and participant group, 
followed by a critical analysis of the differences and similarities across groups by 
theme. A summary and conclusion of the interview data and findings is presented 
next.
Summary
The interview participants provided three themes as data for the first research 
question that defined at-risk students. Academics, the first theme, was an area of 
concern for all four participant groups; however, the teachers, guidance counselors, 
and administrators expressed their definition in terms of work with at-risk students. 
The student participants, although deemed at-risk by the education professionals, did 
not recognize themselves as such, and preferred to talk in generalities. The second 
theme, social factors, was significant to all interview groups as an at-risk factor. While 
teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators indicated strong correlation of poor 
academic performance and social factors, the students saw social factors, including 
outward appearance and attitude. Economics, the third theme, was not as strongly
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identified as contributing to at-risk students, although low socioeconomic problems 
and ELL students were included in this theme.
Once an at-risk student had been defined according to the interview data, the 
second research question could be asked: How is Community District helping at-risk 
students? Three themes that emerged from this question were tracking, curriculum 
modifications, and program interventions. Teachers, counselors, and administrators 
supported tracking, as it was purposefully intended for appropriate instruction and 
learning. Student data did not indicate tracking in their answer to this question, 
perhaps because they were unaware of this intervention. Beyond tracking, the second 
theme indicated that three of four groups found curriculum modifications to be 
important with helping at-risk students. Data from the teacher responses indicated the 
need to be flexible with curriculum, teach to various learning styles, and use strategies 
to accommodate at-risk students. While students addressed curriculum modifications, 
their responses were relative to their own experiences with flexibility by the teachers. 
The third theme, program interventions, was noted by teachers, guidance counselors, 
and administrators, and each could confidently name programs implemented in their 
schools. The students were not aware of all the programs that their schools offered, 
and could only think of one or two. These particular student participants may not have 
been targeted for programs offered due to being at a “higher level” o f at-risk or not as 
at-risk as other students, and their responses were more reflective o f extra help 
provided by classroom teachers when they personally sought help.
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After identifying an at-risk student and the programs designed to assist them, 
one must consider the third question of what is being done to motivate these students. 
Two themes emerged from this question. These themes include programs and 
relationships. Programs or supplemental in-school programs offer assistance to at-risk 
students in the traditional school and are intended to help motivate students. Again the 
students were not aware of specific programs; however, they have utilized help 
relative to their own needs. The teachers, counselors, and administrators support 
programs and interventions in addition to their own strategies. The second theme, 
relationships, was viewed by all groups as significant in helping at-risk students. 
Teachers, counselors, and administrators felt that student and adult relationships were 
the most successful strategy in working with at-risk students, and as being conducive 
to students’ learning. Student data showed that students appreciate the efforts of 
teachers who take the time to know them, and the relationships help to encourage 
academic success.
In addition to creating ways o f motivating at-risk students, multiple strategies 
must be implemented. Data related to the fourth research question, about strategies to 
help at-risk students, produced two major themes. The first theme, strategies, had 
several interpretations depending on the interview groups. Teachers were more 
focused on in-services and mentoring, while counselors found working individually 
with students as key. Administrators were more concerned about school-wide 
initiatives. As with the other three groups, their answers were more related to their 
own beliefs about their experiences. The students did not really have responses within
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this theme. Relationship building, the second theme, was important to all groups. 
Teachers, counselors, and administrators felt that relationship building was important 
on all levels and potentially could lead to improved academics as well as emotional 
and social levels. Again, students were interested in relationship building, but spoke in 
generalities. The other groups felt that it was important for students to have an adult 
who would listen to them.
The final major section of this chapter returns to the themes that were 
developed during the analysis of the teacher, guidance counselor, administrator, and 
student interview data. At this point in the study, a comparison of the themes and the 
documents will be outlined. While some o f the themes are present in the documents, 
others are marginally represented or not at all. The comparison will be presented and 
summarized by research question and corresponding themes in the following section.
Research Question 1: How Do Stakeholders Define At-risk Students?
Theme 1 -  Academics
It is interesting to note that several documents addressed academics (including 
past and present). The individual students’ report cards relative to at-risk students 
were identified in the interview data as both a determiner of at-risk status and as a 
monitor. Student grades, along with articulation of 8th grade teachers, helped to 
determine appropriate placement in classes. The guidance counselors used grades as a 
monitor to “cycle in” to appropriate programs or strategies. Additionally, each o f the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
118
high school improvement goals (as seen in individual school report cards) mentioned 
programs or measures implemented to address the academic needs of at-risk students. 
For example, West High School designed Guided Study Hall for at-risk students. This 
small, individual program includes one teacher and a small group o f students, 
overseeing their work and progress. Additionally, the teacher tracks grades and 
attendance. As students achieve passing grades, they are moved into regular study 
halls and room is made for other at-risk students as their needs are identified.
In addition to individual school report card documentation, it could be said that 
there is also connection to academics in the district core values where students “will 
be inspired to leam in a changing world.” This connection, although not specific to 
academics with at-risk students, could be considered a general goal relative to 
academics.
The emphasis on academics within some documents reinforces the high degree 
of importance that all interview participant groups placed on academics as well as the 
individual schools. However, unlike this first theme, the second identified theme 
(Social Factors), viewed as important by three of four participant groups in the 
interview data, appeared to lack the same support in the documents.
Theme 2 -  Social Factors
Although the first theme was represented in the documents, the second theme 
of Social Factors (including home life, emotional issues, and attitude) was present 
with minor incidence. The interview data placed a strong emphasis on social factors
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as contributing to at-risk status and negative academic presentation. The only 
document that addressed social factors was the published school and district report 
cards required by the state. These documents specifically reported at-risk 
demographics. For example, as a district, the low socioeconomic population increased 
from 3.1% in 2003 to 5.1% in 2006. Other subgroups have also increased. In Chapter 
2, the literature stated that these subgroups are at-risk for poor academics due to social 
factors. The third theme of Economics is reported in the same manner.
Theme 3 -  Economics
Economics, a lesser theme identified by the interview participants, was also 
marginally noted in the documents. Economics was reported by five o f nineteen 
interview participants, and included home issues, low-socioeconomics problems, and 
emotional issues. Additionally, English Language Learners (ELL) were included in 
this theme as “at-risk.” Again, this theme was represented in the district and school 
report cards only as district data required by the state. The second research question 
and its identified themes and document comparisons are presented next.
Research Question 2: How is Community District helping At-risk Students?
Theme 1 — Tracking
Documents of students’ schedules and course description examples provided 
insight into tracking, the first theme, heavily shared by the interview participants.
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Tracking is provided in the subject areas o f math, English, social science, and science. 
The tracking identification is not found on the students’ transcripts and is only 
identified on the students’ schedule. The interviewers commented on the 
identification of at-risk students before high school, and as a proactive measure, they 
are placed in lower level classes. These classes are seen as positive proactive 
measures to help at-risk students and are intended to increase the appropriateness of 
instruction and learning. Analysis o f the data shows that teachers, guidance 
counselors, and administrators support this measure for at-risk students. The next 
theme, Curriculum Modifications, viewed as important to all four participant groups, 
is somewhat evidenced by the document data.
Theme 2 -  Curriculum Modifications
All four participant groups commented relative to curriculum modifications, 
referred to during the interviews as flexibility with homework, assignments, 
instruction, and attention to learning styles. This strategy, through the interview data, 
was found to be important in helping at-risk students achieve academic success. In its 
school report cards, for example, North High School mentioned in their school 
improvement goals the need to investigate new and innovative ways to answer the 
question: “What do we do when kids don’t learn?” This goal suggests a futuristic 
goal. With teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and students expressing the 
importance of curriculum modifications, perhaps more attention will be given to this 
theme. As more professional literature addresses this theme, and individuals like the
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interview participants voice support, a movement may be made by Community 
District to implement this strategy for all students. The district mission statement, 
through its objectives, has implemented a Research and Development team to address 
the needs o f students. This School Assistance Program team (SAP) is looking how to 
best serve students so that they are successful in school. The next theme, Program 
Interventions, is addressed in the individual school report cards.
Theme 3 -  Program Interventions
Program Interventions, another theme considered important, was described in 
the interview data as a way to boost learning and motivation before all is lost with a 
failed class. These data demonstrate that the interviewees value additional programs 
and interventions in addition to their own help with at-risk students. As with the 
second theme (Curriculum Modifications), teachers, guidance counselors, and 
administrator responses show that this is a strong intervention for at-risk students. 
Programs are similar among the four schools, but personalized considering the varied 
populations o f the schools. A description of programs by school is included:
North High School Program Interventions
• Pathways for Achievement is a study skills/career exploration class for 9th 
grade students. Students are identified by middle school teachers and social 
workers as students needing assistance with study skills. Typically students 
identified are those with poor study skills, lack of homework completion, and 
low grades. Students attend the class two periods a week for the first quarter 
of school. These students are considered at-risk regarding academic 
performance.
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• Peer Tutor is a one-to-one tutor with one student struggling with academics. 
The tutor is a junior or senior student who volunteers in the Media Center two 
periods a week. The student is identified by guidance counselors from grade 
reports and placed in Peer Tutor for the remainder o f the semester.
• Guided Study Hall is a study hall offered to 9th and 10th grade students who are 
failing one or more classes. A certified teacher supervises the Guided Study 
Hall and assists with homework completion, organizational skills, and daily 
assignments. One teacher supervises Guided Study Hall with no more than ten 
students. Students are identified by guidance counselors and teachers. The 
Guided Study Hall teacher informs the teacher and guidance counselor of daily 
progress.
West High School
• Pathways, a year-long class for 9th grade students, is designed to help 9th grade 
students learn study skills and career planning. The students attend one day a 
week for the entire school year. This program is for all 9th grade students.
• Conflict Resolution is a program offered to all students who feel the need to 
have an adult present while resolving issues with another student. Conflict 
Resolution takes place in the guidance office and is pre-arranged with the 
teacher. This program allows students to work out their differences in the 
presence of a trusted adult rather than trying to resolve issues alone.
East High School Program Interventions
• Grade Assistance Program (GAP1. an academic tutoring center, is led by staff 
and select students to provide academic support to students who are struggling 
in one or more academic subjects. Students will be expected to remain in the 
program until he or she is passing all classes.
• Homecourt. a non Special Education program, is offered to incoming 9th grade 
students. Students are referred to the program by the middle school teachers, 
social workers, or deans. Students are those with average abilities, but are 
underachieving due to poor study skills, lack of homework completion, or 
family difficulties. Students who are identified as potential case study (special 
education) candidates are also placed in Homecourt in order to monitor their 
adjustment to high school. These students are considered at-risk for academic 
failure due to grades, attendance, or social/emotional concerns.
• Academic Resource is a supervised study hall for students who are currently 
eligible to receive special education services. Academic Resource is 
supervised by a member o f the special education department. The teacher 
assists the students with organizational skills, homework completion, and
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monitors the students’ performance, and gives feedback to parents. The 
teacher also assists the students in advocating for themselves with mainstream 
teachers, and monitors the students’ academic environment with 
implementation of IEP modifications.
South High School Program Interventions
• Best Chance is a program for incoming 9th grade students identified by middle 
school teachers, social workers, and deans. The students are at-risk due to 
grades, organizational skills, lack o f effort, or home difficulties. The students 
are placed in lower track classes and a small teacher-supervised study hall. 
Grades are monitored on a weekly basis.
• Project Success takes place in a lunch study hall for students failing math. 
Students are placed in the study hall by guidance counselors and must remain 
until grades are passing grades. The student eats lunch, then attends the study 
hall for twenty minutes. Certified teachers supervise and tutor the study hall.
• Link Mentors is a one-to-one mentor of a senior student with an incoming 9th 
grade student. The purpose of the mentoring is to orientate the student to the 
school, activities, and programs that are offered by the school, as well as 
answer any questions the 9th grade student may have. Link Mentors continues 
for the entire first semester.
Given the strong emphasis on program interventions as school improvement goals 
in the individual school report card documents, it is encouraging to note that school 
principals also placed a high degree of importance on Program Interventions, as 
evidenced by the documents. This shows that measures are being implemented to 
address the needs of at-risk students.
Table 8 provides a visual chart of program interventions by school. These 
programs are implemented by each school as a way to address the needs of at-risk 
students. Each program is personalized to the specific population of that school to 
help support students to achieve academic success.
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Table 8
School Programs in Community District
North South East West
SST referral SST referral SST referral SST referral
PPS referral PPS referral PPS referral PPS referral
Pathways Best Chance Home Court Teacher referral
Peer Tutor Project Success Academic Resource Tutoring
Climb English Climb English Climb English Climb English
Guided Study Hall Link Mentors Great Assistant Program Pathways
Case Mgr/Referral Conflict Resolution
Research Question 3: What are Administrators, School Guidance 
Counselors, and Teachers Doing to Motivate At-risk Students?
Theme 1 -  Programs 
Supplemental in-school programs offer assistance to at-risk students within the 
traditional school, and are intended to help motivate students. The programs varied by 
interview data, but all contained the same elements o f support. It is interesting to note 
that the same documents that addressed Program Interventions in Research Question 2 
also addressed the present theme (Programs). This gives indication again of the 
importance placed on interventions by the individual high schools. Additionally, each
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high school mentioned programs in the individual school report card data, as stated 
goals and interventions provided in the schools. It could be noted that individual 
student grade reports are used to identify students for these programs. This document 
analysis suggests that this theme is important to principals as it is to teachers, guidance 
counselors, administrators, and students.
Although the first theme was well represented with the documents shared with 
the researcher, elements o f the second theme, Relationships, is present with greater 
frequency.
Theme 2 -  Relationships
Analysis of interview data showed that all the interview participants felt 
strongly about the importance of relationships. Teacher responses show that the most 
successful strategy in working with at-risk students involved knowing the student.
The importance of student and adult relationships clearly wove through the interview 
data by all participant groups. District documents stating Core Values spoke of the 
importance o f relationships as well. Further broken down into objectives and 
recommendations, the Core Values statement included interventions that promote 
student and adult relationships such as “relationships are built on trust and shared 
values” and “all people have intrinsic value.” The Core Values are further outlined in 
the school report cards through interventions such as Advisory where relationships are 
promoted so that a student has at least one adult in their school to approach.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
126
Finally, all the high schools outlined in their individual report cards an aspect 
to relationships. These range from school spirit to fostering stronger connections with 
students, advisory programs, and generally engaging students. Analysis of student 
interview data showed high incidence of relational aspect as being conducive to 
learning.
The fourth research question and its identified themes and comparable 
documents are summarized next.
Research Question 4: What Strategies are being Implemented to Help 
At-risk Students Leam and Achieve Success in High School?
Theme 1 -  Strategies
Several interpretations of “strategies” suggest that this first theme is important 
with all interview data. The variations of in-services include, for example, a reading 
specialist to help provide teachers with new ideas, or individual work with students 
and guidance counselors. Other examples include school-wide initiatives or school 
improvement goals; for example, a goal to greatly reduce the number o f failing 
students, are also considered strategies. Additionally, program and curriculum 
mapping, where all teachers across the district high schools teach the same content in 
their disciplines, is considered a strategy to some, especially the curriculum director. 
Determining if content-delivered assessments (administrators) corresponds to district 
mission objectives, then curriculum mapping courses, learning teams, staff 
development opportunities, school committees, and in-service training are utilized.
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Analysis of interview data and documents showed high interest as a means to share 
information and ideas for working with at-risk students.
Theme 2 -  Relationship Building
There is a strong connection between a previous theme of Relationships with 
respect to this second identified theme, that of Relationship Building. The interview 
data across all four groups demonstrate that there are no programs as effective as a 
teacher building a relationship with a student. Furthermore, counselors were strong in 
expressing the feeling of relationship building as having a direct link with helping at- 
risk students. The same documents of district mission statement, core values, and high 
school report cards provide means to engaging students through relationship building. 
Table 9 provides information regarding the presence o f themes in the documents at 
Community District, and details the degree o f the presence by strong, moderate, and 
weak. Degree of strength is determined by frequency mentioned in document data.
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Table 9
Research question, themes, and degree of documents found in themes.
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4. What Strategies are 
being Implemented to 
Help At-risk Students 
Learn and Achieve 




In this chapter, the interview data were reported using a thematic analysis. Ten 
themes were identified in the interview data that corresponded to the four research 
questions. Three themes were identified in the interview data for research question 
one: How do stakeholders define at-risk students? These themes are: Academic
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Factors, Social Factors, and Economic Factors. Relative to research question two: 
How is Community District helping at-risk students, the three themes that emerged 
from the interview data include: Tracking, Curriculum Modifications, and Program 
Interventions. Data related to research question three: What are administrators, school 
guidance counselors, and teachers doing to motivate at-risk students, provided two 
themes. These themes included: Programs and Relationships. A final research 
question o f What strategies are being implemented to help at-risk students leam and 
achieve success in high school, identified two themes. These themes are: Strategies 
and Relationship Building. The theme structure was compared to the curriculum 
document analysis in order to most clearly determine the degree of relationship 
between the intended documents (represented in the documents) and the themes 
(represented in the interview data). Six themes (academics, curriculum modifications, 
program and program interventions, relationships and relationship building, and 
strategies) had a strong representation in both the interview data and the documents. 
Again, more documents exist which could be used as comparisons with stronger 
emphasis and representation; however, given the chosen documents for this study, the 
interview data had more emphasis on the needs of at-risk students. In the final 
chapter, these themes are compared and contrasted, in an effort to give greater 
meaning to the data sets and answer the intended research questions in this study.
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CHAPTER 5 
DATA ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to address the problem that meeting the needs of 
all students, including at-risk students, requires a restructuring of the delivery of 
education and effective teaching strategies so that all students can achieve academic 
success. With the number of students at-risk for academic failure, there is a need for 
new strategies and approaches to reach all students, especially at-risk students. By 
responding to their unique interests, individual needs, and learning styles, we will be 
providing greater educational aspirations and increased motivation and achievement. 
The results o f this study were intended to uncover some o f the dynamics that 
contribute to school performance related to at-risk students, and provide insight as to 
models and strategies for high school completion for these at-risk students to 
determine how they can be implemented into mainstream education, or the general 
population o f students. This study has taken a qualitative approach as a means of 
acknowledging the insights o f  high school teachers, guidance counselors, 
administrators, and students on how to best serve at-risk students.
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings of the study, and tie the 
findings to the literature. The analysis section of the chapter is organized by theme
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following each research question and brief introduction. The discussion ties the 
results back to the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 1, describes the 
significance of the study, and offers conclusions for the study as well as 
recommendations for further research.
Discussion of Findings
Now that the data have been reported thematically in Chapter 4, it is important 
to search for some larger significance, in an attempt to answer the research questions. 
In order to answer the questions effectively, it is necessary to consider the themes 
found in the interview data and document review and their relationship to one another. 
Each theme will be addressed separately.
Research Question One: How Do Stakeholders Define “At-risk Students?
When summarizing participant feelings relative to the definition o f at-risk 
students, three themes emerged that helped to determine the definition. They are:
(1) academics, including past and current experiences; (2) social, including home life, 
emotional issues and attitude; and (3) economic status.
Academics
The number one theme reported between and across interview participants was 
past and present academic experiences. Analysis of the interview data showed that the
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teacher, guidance counselor, and administrator participants clearly felt that at-risk 
students are easily recognized by their academic performance, and that academics play 
a significant role with at-risk students’ high school success and completion. The 
counselor participants also acknowledged that at-risk students are easily recognized by 
their academic placement in classes, again as a result of their academic presentation. 
These results concur with the study done by Hale (1998) through the National Mental 
Health and Education Center, that reports that poor academic performance is the single 
strongest predictor of dropping out of school. Poor grades and low test scores, 
regardless o f ability, may increase student frustration and reduce motivation to stay in 
school. These results demonstrate strong alignment with another study by McDonald 
(2002), who suggests that poor academic performance is a clear indication of at-risk. 
He further states that academic failure increases the likelihood of a student labeled as 
at-risk for the ultimate academic failure: dropping out. In addition to academics, both 
past and current, the teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators expressed 
concern about the potential for students to drop out of school.
The student participants, although deemed at-risk by educational professionals, 
did not recognize themselves as being at-risk, and addressed the questions in 
generalities. Only one student related being at-risk to academics. The other student 
participants viewed at-risk as more of an attitude, a theme that will be addressed in 
research question number two. This information seemed to indicate that these students 
were knowledgeable about at-risk but not in view of themselves.
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Social Factors
Analysis of the interview data revealed a second theme, social factors, as 
contributing to the definition of at-risk and as having an effect on student 
performance. Social factors were described by the participants as home life, 
emotional issues, and attitude. As indicated by the data, this theme was key to all 
participant groups interviewed. Ultimately the teachers, guidance counselors, and 
administrators felt that addressing personal issues may in fact help students improve 
academically. Their responses indicated that student’s struggle academically, either 
failing one or multiple subjects, due to traits, lifestyle, or personal issues. These 
results concur with the findings from the study done by Educational Reforms and 
Students At-risk (1994) that reports assistance with individual problems can 
sometimes alleviate serious distractions from adequate schoolwork and free students 
to successfully complete their education.
Administrator participant responses indicated that from an academic 
perspective, they also need to look at social and emotional issues. The administrators 
placed a high value on the correlation of poor academic performance and social factors 
and suggest program interventions. The above findings are congruent with the 
literature by Lee and Burkam (2003), who suggest that students at high social risk are 
more likely to manifest at-risk academic behaviors.
When summarizing the students’ feelings regarding social factors, all the 
participants focused on motivation and attitude. Their analysis was determined by 
outward observation rather than hard data o f academic reports or administrative team
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collaboration. Their responses confirm what the literature describes as 
disengagement. McDonald (2002) describes disengagement as related to 
underachievers who are unmotivated, and/or socially isolated, or otherwise unhappy in 
the traditional high school environment.
Economic Factors
Although a lesser theme, three participant groups identified economic factors 
as contributing to academic failure. These factors include home issues and low 
socioeconomic problems. English Language Learners (ELL) were also included by 
some of the interview participants when considering the economic theme. Teachers, 
guidance counselors and administrators indicated at some point in the interviews that 
economic factors were a consideration when defining at-risk students. However, only 
five participants of nineteen shared that they had concerns for economic factors. 
Literature suggests that economic factors do contribute to a student being at-risk. 
Economic factors such as low-income, single-parent households, and parents who did 
not complete high school are among social and academic at-risk populations (Lee & 
Burkam, 2003).
Research Question Two: How Is Community District Helping At-risk Students?
Three themes were present in the interview data pertaining to the second 
research question. They include: (1) tracking, including specific programs and 
classes; (2) curriculum modifications, including flexibility with instruction,
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assignments, and learning styles; and (3) program interventions, including programs 
implemented when students are identified as at-risk once they are in high school.
Tracking
One o f the first and most obvious themes that surfaced during the interview for 
the second research question centered on tracking, or grouping students by at-risk 
factors. This measure was seen by all participants as a positive approach and needed 
support when helping at-risk students. Data showed that teachers, guidance 
counselors and administrators support tracking and consider these placements as a 
means for appropriateness o f instruction and learning. As indicated by the data, 
tracking identified incoming at-risk freshmen, who, as a proactive measure, were 
placed in lower level classes. Analysis o f the interview data showed that three of four 
participant groups commented on tracking as being implemented through articulation 
with junior high schools. These seemingly proactive measures are in opposition to the 
studies reported by professional literature. Some examples, such as Johnson (2001), 
suggest that tracking has limited learning opportunities. He suggests that students 
who are given more challenging, critical-thinking, higher quality, tougher assignments 
out-perform less-challenged students on standard tests. A second study demonstrates 
strong alignment with Johnson (2001). Educational Reforms and Students At-risk 
(1994) suggests that lower tracked students are likely to experience learning 
environments that not only carry a stigma, which may negatively affect their self-
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concept as learners, but also may be less stimulating and less likely to provide them 
with opportunities to develop higher order thinking and problem solving skills.
Teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators agreed that students 
identified later in high school later are given appropriate support through program 
interventions and strategies. Rather than tracked placement in lower level classes, 
identification of these students takes place through team efforts by teachers, 
counselors, and administrators with special interventions being implemented as a 
result.
As indicated by the data, student participants did not place value on tracking in 
their responses to helping at-risk students, and did not present a strong theme 
otherwise. Student participants did, however, note curriculum modifications as a 
means to help at-risk students, a theme that is presented next.
Curriculum Modifications
Analysis o f the interview data showed that all four participant groups identified 
curriculum modifications as having direct impact with helping at-risk students. The 
responses to this theme varied, but certain characteristics were discernable. The 
participants identified several characteristics centered on strategies such as flexibility 
with homework, assignments, and instruction, and attention to varied learning styles. 
When summarizing the data regarding teachers’ feelings, it was found that teachers, 
both individually and collectively, felt the need to be flexible and address students’ 
needs in their own way. This information seemed to indicate that relative to different
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ways of learning, teaching and assessments need to be considered in the best interest 
of at-risk students.
One guidance counselor summed the thoughts of the others with the statement 
that teachers need to be in tune with the students. Support for this statement was 
provided throughout the interviews as participants shared their thoughts about 
flexibility with curriculum and assignments. Ultimately the administrators felt similar 
concerns and spoke of modifying curriculum as a district goal for all students. 
Administrators valued the idea of teachers considering ways to keep students engaged 
and becoming active learners. Finally, a summary of student data showed that 
modifications were supported by way of flexibility with regard to assignments and 
instruction.
Program Interventions
As indicated by the data, programs interventions, the third theme, are 
implemented to boost learning and motivation before all is lost in a failed class. 
Support for this statement was provided throughout the interviews, especially by 
teacher participants, as they shared their feelings of additional programs and 
intervention in addition to their own help with at-risk students. The counselor and 
administrator answers focused on programs that, although similar, are personalized for 
each school. Support for this theme was provided throughout the interviews as 
participants shared the program implementations in their schools. These results 
concur with the study by SEDL (1995), who reported on effective strategies such as
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peer tutoring, cooperative grouping service learning, answering questions with 
questions, and strong focus on student interests.
In contrast to the statements made by teachers, counselors, and administrators, 
the findings 6 f the student responses seemed to indicate that the students were not 
aware o f all the programs that their respective schools offered. This concern is tied to 
the responses that these particular student participants gave, that they may not have 
been targeted by the teachers, counselors, and administrators for the programs offered 
because they are at a “higher level” o f at-risk or not as at-risk as other students. At the 
same time, responses by the students seemed to be more reflective of extra help 
provided by the classroom teachers when they personally sought help.
Each high school offers programs and interventions to help at-risk students 
learn and achieve success. In addition to implementing their own interventions, 
teachers seemed to depend on identification and services provided by the school. The 
indication given during the interviews is that the degree of at-risk determines the 
intervention.
Research Question Three: What Are Administrators. Guidance 
Counselors, and Teachers Doing to Motivate At-risk Students?
Two dominant themes emerged from the interview data for the third research 
question. These themes are: (1) programs, including programs implemented by each 
school relative to the culture and needs of the school; and (2) relationships.
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Programs
The first thematic response addressed from the interview data includes 
supplemental in-school programs, or support programs that offer assistance to at-risk 
students within the traditional schools. As indicated by the data, these programs vary 
and are intended to help motivate students. The names of the programs varied by 
interview participants but all contained the same elements of support that can make a 
difference in motivating at-risk students. Support for these findings are represented by 
the teacher participants. Their responses confirm that programs are a strategy to help 
students learn and achieve academic success.
Administrators share the same program ideas and practices. The 
administrators identified several strategies o f communicating the program to parents 
and students to make sure that everyone is involved in supporting at-risk students. 
Administrators also commented on programs being part of a school-wide initiative 
through the school improvement teams. SST and PPS teams serve as identifiers for 
“at-risk.” In addition to the interventions, teachers, guidance counselors as individuals 
have their own strategies and interventions with working with at-risk students.
Counselors add their own interventions in addition to the established programs. 
Being good listeners, attentiveness to students’ problems or concerns, and 
consideration o f the at-risk student’s background are just a few o f the responses that 
indicate the level of commitment in helping to motivate at-risk students. Data indicate 
that the foundation for relationships is the sense of belonging. Kerka (2003) describes 
factors for effective academic programs include the presence of caring adults who help
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establish a climate of trust and support. The American School Counselor Association 
(2007) suggests that counselors have an important role when working with students. 
They point out that school counselors are vital members of the education team and 
help students in the areas o f academic achievement, personal and social development, 
and career development. In addition, they are able to respond to the challenges 
presented by today’s diverse student population and help students become productive, 
well-adjusted adults of tomorrow.
Again, the student participants’ responses confirm that the students are not 
aware of specific programs. The students acknowledge help is available but seek help 
on a limited basis and according to what they believe is available.
Relationships
A second theme considered important to the participants was relationships. 
Every teacher stated that the most successful strategy in working with at-risk students 
involved knowing the student. Counselors also reported that relationships were 
important in their counseling role. They agreed that while interventions and programs 
were significant steps to help address the needs of at-risk students, relationships were 
key to working with students. Their responses indicate that it is important to have that 
one person in the school with whom the students have a relationship. Testerman 
(1996) states that improving students’ perceptions of the degree of concern that 
teachers feel for them would positively affect students’ attitudes about school and 
increase the likelihood of their staying on to graduate.
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What clearly weaves through the statements made by teachers, counselors, and 
administrators is the importance of student and adult relationships. Data further show 
that school engagement directly relates to positive school relationships with students 
and teachers. Knowing students as individuals and having a rapport with them is key 
to encouraging academic success. The responses confirm what the literature describes 
with regard to the value of relationships. NCREL (2004) states that strong, personal 
teacher-student relationships are key to a student’s success. NCREL further states that 
these students need relationships with adults who hold and demonstrate high 
expectations for them and who help them achieve their highest potential. In addition, 
counselors, administrators, and other adults can greatly contribute to student’s success 
by teaching.
Students commented on the relational aspect o f being conducive to learning. 
They reported that teacher relationships, when it was not just related to school, made it 
easier and more desirable to learn.
Research Question Four : What Strategies Are Being Implemented to 
Help At-risk Students Learn and Achieve Success in High School?
Two major themes identified from the interview data are relative to research 
question four. These themes are: (1) strategies, including in-services, mentoring, 
programs, school improvement, and curriculum mapping; and (2) relationship 
building. The first theme centered on strategies and included several interpretations; 
however, certain themes were discernable.
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Strategies
This major theme centered on strategies, including in-services, mentoring, 
programs, school improvement, and curriculum mapping. Teachers cited networking 
as a strategy or means to share information and gather ideas for working with at-risk 
students. Carolan and Guinn (2007) suggest pairing a novice teacher with an expert 
teacher to give the novice opportunities to learn how expert teachers differentiate 
curriculum and instruction. Additionally, McCann, Johannessen and Rica (2005) 
report that mentoring helps new teachers discover the underlying principles that drive 
curriculum. With this knowledge, inexperienced teachers can become empowered to 
make decisions to fit their particular teaching situation and to unleash their creative 
energies. In addition to sharing ideas of other teachers to help get new strategies in 
working with at-risk students, the responses also considered in-services and mentoring 
amongst teachers to help at-risk students. Johnson (2001) suggests that high quality 
professional development is intricately linked to improved teaching and learning.
The guidance counselors viewed strategies that related directly to their work 
with at-risk students. Meeting with teachers and parents, meeting with individual 
students, and more team-based solutions are just a few of the responses counselors 
provided to help at-risk students. NCREL (2004) suggests that schools in which at-risk 
students are successful are those that have developed relationships with parents. 
Involving parents in decision-making processes enhances the learning of at-risk 
students.
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The administrators responded to strategies in the broad sense o f programs and 
interventions identified through school improvement. They address various programs 
and interventions for these students as well as all students.
Again, only one student responded to this research question relative to 
strategies and seeking help. The other students responded that they would seek help if 
they want it.
Strategies varied by group. Teachers were more focused on in-services for 
ideas and mentoring new teachers and each other. The guidance counselors found 
programs as being helpful. They also found working individually with students and 
including parents on the “team” to be beneficial. Administrators were concerned with 
school-wide initiatives such as school improvement, programs, and curriculum 
mapping to determine content delivered and assessments.
Relationship Building
A second theme that addressed the research questions related to strategies to 
help at-risk students learn and achieve success in high school involved relationship 
building.
All participant groups commented on the importance of this theme. Teachers 
summed up this theme with the response that there will not be a program as effective 
as a teacher building a relationship with a student. Testerman (1996) stated that 
improved students’ perceptions of the degree of concern that teachers feel for them
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would positively affect students’ attitudes about school and increase the likelihood of 
their staying on to graduate.
Guidance counselors were also able to identify relationship building as having 
a direct link to helping at-risk students. All guidance counselors spoke to the fact that 
it is important to build a relationship with at-risk students and, in effect, this may help 
them in school on an academic level as well as a social and emotional level. The idea 
for students is having one person in the school the student can have a relationship 
with. Kerka (2003) describes effective environments to include the presence of caring, 
knowledgeable adults, who may be teachers, counselors, mentors, or case workers, 
who understand and deeply care about youth and provide significant time and 
attention.
Administrators addressed relationship building as an interest to explore 
through advisors or homeroom, to give students an adult they can get to know over a 
four-year period. In addition, meeting the social and emotional needs of at-risk 
students can be a strategy for helping them achieve success in high school.
Several student participants identified relationship building as important to 
them and notice it when teachers respond to a student who is showing effort in their 
class. Their responses clearly indicate that they respond to teachers willing to help 
them and reiterated that teachers help them not only with their work, but with their 
day.
Relationship building plays a role with at-risk students. Teachers and guidance 
counselors place a good deal of emphasis on the impact it has on students with regard
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to reaching that student in academics, as well as listening to students and being that 
person in the high school the students can approach. The administrators reported more 
social and emotional factors needing to be addressed with at-risk students as a strategy 
to helping students, and also acknowledged that students need to have an adult who 
will listen to them and encourage them while still holding expectations for learning. 
The students also spoke in generalities about ways to help at-risk students, including 
approaching the teacher for academic help. Educational Reforms and Students At-risk 
(1994) suggests that personal connection with a teacher can make a difference in 
whether a student succeeds or fails.
The findings of this study represent an important addition to the current 
research into factors that contribute to hindering the academic achievement of many 
students. The present study points out that it is the responsibility of schools to design 
strategies or interventions to help them to flourish in an environment that meets their 
needs, is motivating and supportive, reflects their background and interests, and values 
them as individuals, features Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) identify as important in 
successful programs. As noted earlier in this chapter, the strong relationship between 
the data o f the present study presents both a challenge and hope for the future in the 
education for all students. It could be argued that the literature and conceptual 
framework are not complete measures of data that exists in the field. However, the 
researcher instead chooses to focus on the notion that the similarities found in the 
interview responses in the present study represent insights that have been present in 
the minds o f educators for some time, and continue to plague them even today. It is
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the hope that this study will focus attention on our adult society o f tomorrow and look 
at a variety o f ways to maximize students’ opportunities to learn. The next section of 
this chapter returns to the conceptual framework for this study.
Professional Literature and Conceptual Framework
First, the findings o f this study strongly compare with the research trend 
relative to helping at-risk students achieve academic success. The sum of the 
professional research and four approaches o f the conceptual framework show that the 
variations o f their findings are similar in that they focus on the needs o f at-risk 
students and strategies that can be implemented to help them. In the current study, ten 
themes across the four research questions represent the interview participants’ insights 
regarding their experiences with at-risk students. The three themes of the definitions of 
at-risk students include academics, social factors, and economics, and are closely 
related to the four approaches o f the conceptual framework. The sum of these have 
been identified by Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) as characteristics of at-risk students, 
and barriers in the school environment.
Teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and students were asked to 
share their thoughts on the definition of “at-risk.” Examples of their responses were, 
“students are at-risk due to academic failure, home issues, low SES problems, and 
emotional issues” (T2), or at-risk students struggle academically either failing multiple 
subjects or one subject due to traits, lifestyle, or personal tendencies (C3). A final 
comment in particular speaks to the fact that addressing personal issues may in fact
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
147
help students improve academically. At-risk students have poor academic grades, as 
well as trying to deal with a lot of personal issues. We try to determine what is going 
on in their personal life to help them improve their academics (C5).
Individual studies cited in Chapter 2 share the same summaries. The 
professional literature can be summed up by Lee and Burham (2003), who suggest 
characteristics o f at-risk students include social risk and academic risk in their 
definition. These characteristics were also found in the interview data.
Social risk and demographic factors associated with a higher
. . .  likelihood o f school difficulties include race/ethnicity, age, 
language/minority status, gender, family income, parents’ education, 
and family structures. Academic risk, which refers to students’ school 
behavior and academic performance, reflects the actual manifestation 
of school-related problems. Both social and academic risks defined in 
individuals are also linked to the characteristics of schools that are 
associated with students dropping out. (Lee & Burkham, 2003)
The literature also presented characteristics of programs provided to offset the 
risk of academic failure. These programs correlate to the themes identified in the 
interview data as programs and program interventions, strategies, and curriculum 
modifications. Some responses from the interview data corresponding to the literature 
on program characteristics include: “The curriculum [in the lower level classes] is 
broken down to a level or pace the students are better able to manage” (Tl). A second 
teacher commented on flexibility with modifications.
I think we teachers need to be flexible. I have to alter my teaching and 
be on my feet quickly and change it [lessons] everyday. I find that
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modifying assignments, differentiating instruction, and basically 
making accommodations for students helps at-risk students. (T5)
An administrator spoke directly to modifying curriculum to keep at-risk 
students engaged in learning. He commented:
There needs to be a more hands-on instruction. I think most [students] 
get turned off with being talked to the entire period. If that hasn’t 
worked for whatever reason, they [teachers] need to think of other ways 
to keep them active and engaged, and become active learners (A2).
In summary, pertaining to the literature and four approaches of the conceptual 
framework, strong components o f programs include flexibility with curriculum to 
meet individual learning needs, high expectations of learning, support from parents 
and educators, and focused curriculum geared toward college and career goals. 
Smaller groups and low teacher/student ratio were advocated by some researchers. 
Groth (1998) suggests that schools can make a difference, but need to change 
educational strategies, alter current practices, and provide true alternatives. School 
improvement initiatives need to look at programs that affect all students. Hixson and 
Tinzmann (1990) state that it is the instruction experience to which students are 
exposed and in which they are involved that determine the success or failure of their 
schooling. Educators need to be visionary and understand that alternative programs 
need options that are equitable to all learners.
The themes of relationships and relationship building can also be cited in the 
literature o f SEDL (1995) and REAL (2000). Kerka (2003) sums up the focus of 
relationships and suggests some factors of effective programs to include the presence
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of caring adults who help establish a climate of trust and support, a sense o f belonging, 
and respect for youth to help build positive youth development. The interview data 
echoes the same rhetoric. Every teacher in the interview data stated that the most 
successful strategy in working with at-risk students involved knowing the students. 
One teacher had the following comments that directly relate to the literature.
Sometimes if  we can give students some time.. .talk to them one to 
one.. .a few minutes here and there.. .that goes a long way to motivating 
them and helping them believe they can do it. Teachers mean a lot to 
kids. The biggest thing is they probably don’t have adults in their life 
that do care about them. There might be a program out there but it is 
not going to be as effective as a teacher building a relationship with that 
kid. (T3)
Student participants commented on the relationship aspect as being conducive 
to learning. One commented, “I think when they [teachers] relate to us and it’s not 
just all about school, it makes it easier to learn” (S3). A second student echoed the 
same sentiments with “a lot of teachers help me with my day -  not just homework. 
Certain teachers are totally laid back and it helps to have them throughout the day to 
help me get through” (S4).
As noted earlier, there is a strong relationship between the data in the present 
study, the professional literature, and the correlation to the four approaches o f the 
conceptual framework. The next section returns to the conceptual framework of the 
four defining approaches of predictive, descriptive, unilateral and school factors, and 
the interview data in terms o f how they connect in terms of at-risk students. It is 
important to note that all themes present in the interview data are addressed in the
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conceptual framework. The conceptual framework presents ways to help all students, 
especially students at-risk for academic failure.
Although this study focused primarily on the conceptual framework approach 
to school factors, it is important to note that the other approaches of predictive, 
descriptive, and unilateral must also be considered due to their unique influences on 
at-risk students and academics. The school factors approach is an area where 
interventions and strategies can be implemented and results realized; however, the 
four approaches of the conceptual framework are linked and need to be valued in how 
they connect to at-risk students and each other.
The four approaches are related because all four identify students as 
academically at-risk. The reasons vary such as predictive, where poor academic 
performance is related to personal or social problems. Situations such as 
socioeconomic, ethnic, or single-parent homes contribute to lack of support for 
education in the home. This results in students’ academic performances being 
compromised. The descriptive approach identifies students at-risk once school-related 
problems occur. These types of students would benefit from programs that 
Community District provides due to later identification and needing such 
interventions. Finally, the unilateral approach, views all students as at-risk in one way 
or another with the increase in the number and complexity o f problems. From this 
perspective, structure and organization of the current model of schooling have not 
been successful. Students adhering to this approach would also be candidates for
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program interventions, especially the alternative day programs that school districts 
offer.
Implications for Practice
Educators are putting features of successful programs into practice to ensure 
that all students have academic success. This section provides a model for 
Community District to meet the academic needs of at-risk students within the district. 
The characteristics of the suggested model are based on interview data, literature, and 
conceptual framework of the present study. Key factors for an effective model for 
Community District include:
• Restructure the delivery of education into meaningful curriculum and 
effective instruction through varied teaching strategies and flexibility in 
delivery. These strategies would provide alternatives to traditional 
uniformity and offer structured curriculum in nontraditional ways that 
encourages a variety o f learning styles.
• Provide climb classes or a tracking system for students academically at-risk 
and in need of additional support and skills. This tracking would allow for 
students to be properly placed in classes that meet their needs. Once 
academic skills are strengthened, provide avenues for students to move into 
regular classes so that they are continually challenged.
• Foster adult and student relationships and create a sense of belonging for 
all students. Important to a healthy school climate is the relationship
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between adults and students and the degree to which students feel they 
belong. As summed up by teacher participants, there is not a program as 
effective as a teacher building a relationship with a student. Student 
participants commented on the relationship aspect as being conducive to 
learning.
• Organize advisories or homeroom where students are assigned an advisor 
(teacher) who stays with the group for a period of years and who provides 
academic and social support. Rather than individual programs presently 
found in Community District that address only students failing classes, 
advisories or homerooms would provide for all students an academic study 
hall every day that includes a teacher who helps with homework 
completion and tutoring, and monitors academic achievement and social 
development.
• Create smaller student-to-teacher ratios that will provide greater 
opportunities to teach and reach more students. Smaller numbers make the 
task o f personalization more manageable. By designing smaller classes, 
teachers are better able to know their students, share information, and 
develop strategies for helping them succeed in school.
• Ensure that professional development becomes part of teachers’ daily lives. 
By ensuring that teachers are exposed to professional development 
opportunities, the school can offer new ideas to more students. These 
opportunities also will help guarantee that the teacher is responsive to a
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wider range of students’ needs. High quality professional development is 
intricately linked to improvement with teaching and learning.
• Hold high expectations for students’ academic achievement and behavior. 
Research indicates that high academic expectations are hallmarks for 
success.
This section provided a model for Community District by addressing the needs 
of all students especially at-risk students. These general strategies and characteristics 
that address students’ needs have been extracted from the interview data, literature, 
and the four approaches o f the conceptual framework. At-risk students have dissimilar 
characteristics and need various strategies that respond to individual circumstances. 
This section has provided a model for Community District that can best serve its 
students based on empirical data.
Summary
Many at-risk students experience great success with strategies outlined in the 
conceptual framework. These various programs that serve as a baseline can be 
adapted to individual schools and districts when addressing the needs of at-risk 
students. The success of educating students calls our attention to learning, 
restructuring, and tailoring programs to meet students’ unique individual needs.
To date, the paradigm has consisted largely o f a uniform approach to 
education. The findings of the current study have yielded far more than insights into 
helping at-risk students learn and achieve success. In many ways, the interview
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conversations o f the teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and students have 
opened up a possibility for new approaches and innovative processes for all high 
school students to learn.
Although this study focused on high school students, similar studies could also 
easily utilize the wisdom of this study and could focus on students of any age. In 
addition, the qualitative methodology used in this study may be able to serve as a 
model for more qualitative studies about students at-risk for academic failure.
The next section o f this chapter provides several recommendations to the 
stakeholders in the education community. It is hoped that these recommendations will 
serve to encourage other stakeholders to a new focus as they try to move the education 
field forward.
Recommendations
It is the hope o f this researcher that the information that emerged as part o f this 
study better prepares teachers, administrators, and guidance counselors in the field to 
advocate for the academic needs o f at-risk students. Although the current study was 
limited to four high schools in one district in the northwest suburbs o f Chicago, the 
researcher believes that interview responses that form a significant part of the research 
findings are likely similar to other high schools with equal participants. The design of 
this study can hopefully point other researchers in a direction to follow as they 
continue to focus on the learning and achieving of at-risk students, even all students. 
The scope o f the concerns for at-risk students, and the multitude of factors that
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contribute to their lack of academic success, will require continued review of 
educational policies, practices, and strategies.
Based on the research, the researcher makes the following recommendations to 
the stakeholders of this study, namely the teachers and administrators. The 
recommendations will hopefully help the parties improve the delivery of education to 
all students, especially at-risk students.
To the Classroom Teacher
High schools have often defined the problem of low or failing academic 
performance as a failure o f alignment between high school classes and tests of 
achievement (or high stakes testing). Consequently, their solutions have favored 
narrowing the focus of instruction and using high-stakes testing to ensure 
accountability.
The need to transform high school education in the United States to ensure that 
all students graduate has been an increasing topic o f discussion in education since the 
passing of “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB). In order to ensure that each student is 
able to meet the learning standards and graduate, attention must be given to students 
who are at-risk for academic failure.
Understanding the complexities related to at-risk students is significant in 
order to modify existing school programs and to create effective interventions and 
strategies. As determined from the interview data, teachers are already considering 
the different learning styles and making adjustments to their own teaching methods.
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Individually and collectively teachers see the need to be flexible with curriculum, 
teach to the various learners, and use instruction and strategies that accommodate at- 
risk students. Student participants repeatedly commented that this flexibility helped 
them a great deal. What is important is that students will improve with this strategy 
that is already being provided to them.
Programs unique to each school were available to support at-risk students. It 
was clear that not all at-risk students are being reached with the programs and 
interventions identified in the present study, as evidenced by the responses from the 
student participants. Considering a program for all students, not just at-risk students, 
would benefit the academic achievement o f the entire student population.
All participants in the study saw the value of relationships as being conducive 
to learning. Students commented that they were motivated to learn when a 
relationship existed, and were less likely to perform poorly as a result. What is 
important to note is that students flourish in an environment that meets their needs, is 
motivating and supportive, reflects their background and interests, and values them as 
individuals.
Teachers not only have unique opportunities when working with at-risk 
students but they also have unique “gifts” that they use to teach students. This is an 
opportunity to help them become all they can as students, and open up possibilities to 
them to function as future important members o f society.
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To the Guidance Counselors
Guidance counselors also have unique opportunities when working with at-risk 
students. They work in the realm of developmental needs o f students, including 
academic, personal/social, and career development. At the same time, guidance 
counselors work with other stakeholders in helping students, including at-risk 
students, maximize achievement.
Advising the needs o f at-risk students requires early intervention with 
supportive programs, selection o f appropriate classes, and implementing strategies that 
respond to students’ needs. As determined by the interview data, guidance counselors 
are aware of academic concerns through midterm and quarter grades. They especially 
target at-risk students and attempt to plug them into success. Checking in with 
students in a proactive sense is important so that students know where to go for help to 
improve their grades before they fall behind. Additionally, recognition o f students’ 
needs are also made through team efforts, where intervention plans are addressed by 
the team. Having a positive team approach also lets students know they are supported.
Individually, guidance counselors add their own interventions such as one-to- 
one counseling, and organizing parent, student, and teacher meetings. Keeping 
parents involved allows for a unified approach to help their student achieve success. 
The guidance counselor participants also recognized the relational aspect as important 
when working with at-risk students. Knowing their students’ background, experiences, 
and school engagement helped to assess their needs. What is important is that students 
will reach out to guidance counselors and teachers if the relationship is there. Trust is
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an important factor. It is important for guidance counselors to maintain trust so that 
students are comfortable sharing their concerns, whether academic or otherwise.
Guidance counselors also have other unique opportunities when working with 
at-risk students. They have an occasion to identify students at-risk in other areas of 
their life other than academics, which in turn may affect academics. Through trusted 
interactions with students, guidance counselors can address and support students in 
areas of peer pressure, home issues, and anything else that is troubling to a student. 
Guidance counselors can offer support and resources to help students improve their 
attitudes or situations toward home, friends, and ultimately school.
To the School Administrator
Comprehensive school improvement is needed to create schools that are 
responsive to all students, including at-risk students. Tradition suggests that teachers 
follow guidelines, use mandated textbooks, and cover broad ranges of material in 
preparation for standardized tests. Teachers are called upon to teach and meet a 
variety o f individual learning needs.
Every student should be able to attend school in a system with diverse learning 
opportunities, especially those whose learning styles are different and have different 
needs. Tradition in the sense o f “traditional classrooms” can no longer be the norm 
with its insensitivity to populations deemed at-risk. Now that students are identified 
as at-risk for school failure, schools must restructure the delivery of education to them.
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As evidenced by the data, students are asking for this change and teachers are 
finding positive results in their flexibility in delivering information to the students.
This needs to continue in order to reach all students. Additionally, increasing 
students’ sense o f belonging and engagement can also help them. Making schools 
more personal, including meaningful relationships with adult connections, will help 
create strong, supportive educational communities of learning for students and 
educators.
Helping students learn and achieve academic success needs to be a high 
priority in the education realm. Broader efforts in addressing these needs are 
necessary. Increasing graduation rates and helping students achieve academic success 
are worthy goals.
Summary
Given the scope of the problem and the multitude o f causes, a combination of 
responses will be necessary to meet the various needs of students. Addressing the at- 
risk population requires a critical review of current instruction practices, personal 
interactions with students, and education policies and programs. The above 
recommendations represent hope for new and innovative ways to address the needs of 
at-risk students and a commitment on the part o f teachers, administrators, and 
educational leaders who wish to realize it.
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Directions for Future Research and Conclusion
In conclusion, the researcher wishes to make a few suggestions for people in 
the education field who wish to continue this type of research. During the course of 
this study, many additional questions surfaced that may deserve further inquiry. As a 
result, several potential future directions are provided for those who may wish to 
pursue additional studies in this arena.
First, the focus of this study was school factors as hindering the academic 
achievement o f at-risk students. These factors included inflexible schedules, narrow 
curriculum, lower order o f skills (as opposed to high expectations), limited and rigid 
instruction and delivery of education, and focus on standardized tests for curriculum 
decisions. Other factors exist that surfaced during the interviews that need to also be 
considered. These factors are social factors. Typically a student’s poor academic 
performance is related to a family structure such as a single-parent home. 
Additionally, students face personal and social problems that greatly interfere with 
education and learning. These factors could easily be a contributor for poor 
educational support, and as a result, poor academic performance. This may be a study 
of interest for another researcher to probe deeper into these factors and the effect they 
have on school performance and education.
Second, it would be interesting to delve more deeply into the high stakes 
testing that drives schools and districts to disregard the learning needs o f students in 
order to boost scores. In this sense, standardized objective tests do more harm than 
good, especially for at-risk students. What is more important is that students flourish
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in an educational environment that meets their educational needs. Standardized 
testing is not going to go away soon, and NCLB has pressured state governments to 
implement changes so that all students graduate from high school.
A third suggestion for future consideration is why students drop out o f school. 
It is no secret that with educational strategies in place, and actions to improve schools 
and help students complete their education, students still continue to drop out. The 
costs and consequences for dropping out have become increasingly serious for 
individuals and society. It may be of interest to another study to identify who drops 
out in order to better understand the issue and potentially develop programs specific to 
this population. This study may also point to broader efforts in school reform. The 
2005 report card in Illinois reported that the high school completion rate was 87.4% 
(ISBE). These results fall far short o f the NCLB goal o f 100 percent graduation rate. 
Given the above trend, states will not meet the 100% graduation goal unless some sort 
of change is implemented. Increasing graduation rates and reducing dropout rates are 
therefore worthwhile efforts.
Finally, perhaps this study or the recommended future research can hopefully 
offer educators a perspective on students and the ways their education can make a 
positive impact on them. Additionally, teachers, administrators, and guidance 
counselors will be better equipped to advocate for the needs of students, especially at- 
risk students, so that they can achieve academic success in high school.
Increasing graduation rates and reducing dropout rates is a challenge that can 
be met. Even if  changes in approach only happen in the individual classroom, they
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will impact lives. A challenge would be that all teachers, administrators, and guidance 
counselors make a difference in the lives o f at-risk students and potential dropouts by 
dedicating themselves to making whatever changes they can make in their approach to 
their teaching or work with students, so that at least some students will be enabled to 
stay in school, achieve academic success, and move on to bigger things. Educators 
who dedicate themselves to teaching methods or strategies which will be useful to all 
students may not be able to salvage all the at-risk students in their classrooms, but 
even if  they can save one student from dropping out they will have made a difference.
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Northern Illinois University 
Department of Teaching and Learning 
DeKalb, IL 60115
Consent Form for Study Participants
You are being invited to participate in a research study entitled, “Students at-risk for 
Academic Failure.” The researcher for this study is Dori Chianakas, guidance 
counselor and doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois University.
The purpose o f this study is to address the problem that meeting the needs of all 
students requires a restructure of teaching strategies and non-conformance to one 
educational environment. In an effort to address poor academic performance of at-risk 
students at the time of educational standards and reform, alternative teaching strategies 
have been viewed as contributing a different approach to education. The study 
focuses on restructuring and providing meaningful curriculum strategies to help 
students engage in the learning process, and for school districts to reduce the number 
of at-risk students.
Your participation in this study will take place during the Fall 2006 semester. If you 
choose to participate, you will be asked to share your ideas and insights about at-risk 
students generated through the interview as possible means of school improvement in 
order to better educate all students. You will participate in a 60-minute interview held 
at your school.
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with your participation in this 
study. The benefits that you may receive from participating in this study include the 
opportunity to share your experiences and ideas regarding at-risk students and 
consider school improvement as a strategic process for helping to better educate at- 
risk students.
Although Northern Illinois policy does not provide for compensation for treatment of 
any injuries that may result from participation in research activities, this should not be 
construed as a waiver of any legal rights or redress you might have as a result of 
participation in this study.
All information gathered during this study will be kept strictly confidential by using 
pseudonyms for the district, schools, and participants involved. Participation in this 
study is completely voluntary. You are free to withdraw from the study at any time 
during the process, including after agreeing to participate, without penalty or 
prejudice.
Any questions about the study should be addressed to either the researcher or the 
dissertation advisor for this study:
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Dori M. Chianakas, researcher Dr. Joyce Lieberman, advisor
162 Gabel Hall, Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, IL 60115
(815)753-5611
471 Bristol Way 
Cary, IL 60013 
(630) 428-1257
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the Office o f Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University (DeKalb, 
IL) at (815) 753-8588.
I agree to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have received a 
copy o f this consent form.
Signature of Participant Date
I agree to participate in the interview as part of this study. I understand that the 
interview will be audio taped and will be kept private until the time that they are 
destroyed after transcription.
Signature o f Participant Date
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Interview Questions
Research Question 1: How do stakeholders define at-risk students?
Interview Question
1. How are at-risk students categorized?
Research Question 2: How is Community District helping at-risk students? 
Interview Questions
2. What is Community District doing to address the needs o f at-risk students?
3. What do you believe is the role of curriculum to improve the needs o f at-risk 
students?
4. What do you believe is the role o f instruction in meeting the needs of at-risk 
students?
5. How has this helped with retention o f at-risk students?
Research Question 3: What are administrators, school guidance counselors, and 
teachers doing to motivate at-risk students?
Interview Questions:
6. Have administrators and school guidance counselors created special programs 
to meet the needs o f at-risk students?
7. What are the obstacles you encountered and how have you resolved them?
8. Are there any programs or strategies that have not been successful?
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9. What do you need to know and do differently about (a) academics, (b) 
teaching, and (c) life experiences to teach at-risk students more effectively?
Research Question 4: What strategies are being implemented to help at-risk students 
leam and achieve academic success in high school?
Interview Questions:
10. How are these strategies developed?
11. How are they working?
12. How do they need to be improved?
13. What additional programs or strategies would you like to implement?
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Community District Core Values, Mission Statement, and Objectives
Core Values
• Relationships built on trust and shared values are essential for the 
passionate pursuit o f a common purpose.
• All people have intrinsic value.
• Learning is essential to thrive in a changing world.
• Each person has contributions to make.
• Human potential is unlimited; anything is possible.
Mission
• For each student, we will:
• Inspire a love for learning.
• Empower the pursuit o f personal aspirations
• Nurture a desire to contribute to the world.
Objectives
• All students will pursue interests that convey their learning to an 
audience.
• All students will establish personal goals, assess current capacity, and 
enact plans to achieve endeavors o f their choice.
• Each student will choose to take actions that improve the greater good.
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North High School Program Interventions
Pathways for Achievement
Pathways for Achievement is a study skills/career exploration class for 9th grade 
students. Students are identified by middle school teachers and social workers as 
students needing assistance with study skills. Typically students identified are those 
with poor study skills, lack o f homework completion, and low grades. Students attend 
the class two periods a week for the first quarter of school. These students are 
considered at-risk regarding academic performance.
Peer Tutor
Peer Tutor is a one-to-one tutor with one student struggling with academics. The tutor 
is a junior or senior student who volunteers in the Media Center two periods a week. 
The student is identified by guidance counselors from grade reports and placed in Peer 
Tutor for the remainder of the semester.
Guided Study Hall
Guided Study Hall is a study hall offered to 9th and 10th grade students who are failing 
one or more classes. A certified teacher supervises the Guided Study Hall and assists 
with homework completion, organizational skills, and daily assignments. One teacher 
supervises Guided Study Hall with no more than ten students. Students are identified 
by guidance counselors and teachers. The Guided Study Hall teacher informs the 
teacher and guidance counselor of daily progress.
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West High School 
Pathways
Pathways is a year-long class for 9th grade students to learn study skills and career 
planning. The students attend one day a week for the entire school year. This program 
is for all 9th grade students.
Conflict Resolution
Conflict resolution is a program offered to all students who feel the need to have an 
adult present while resolving issues with another student. Conflict Resolution takes 
place in the guidance office and is pre-arranged with the teacher. This program allows 
students to work out their differences in the presence of a trusted adult rather than 
trying to resolve issues alone.
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East High School Program Interventions
Grade Assistance Program
The Grade Assistance Program (GAP) is an academic tutoring center that is led by 
staff and select students to provide academic support to students who are struggling in 
one or more academic subjects. Students will be expected to remain in the program 
until he or she is passing all classes.
Homecourt
Homecourt is a non Special Education program that is offered to incoming 9th grade 
students. Students are referred to the program by the middle school teachers, social 
workers, or deans. Students are those with average abilities, but are underachieving 
due to poor study skills, lack of homework completion, or family difficulties.
Students who are identified as potential case study (special education) candidates are 
also placed in Homecourt in order to monitor their adjustment to high school. These 
students are considered at-risk for academic failure due to grades, attendance, or 
social/emotional concerns.
Academic Resource
Academic Resource is a supervised study hall for students who are currently eligible 
to receive special education services. Academic Resource is supervised by a member 
of the special education department. The teacher assists the students with 
organizational skills, homework completion, and monitors the students’ performance, 
and gives feedback to parents. The teacher also assists the students in advocating for 
themselves with mainstream teachers, and monitors the students’ academic 
environment with implementation o f IEP modifications.
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South High School Program Interventions 
Best Chance
Best Chance is a program for incoming 9th grade students identified by middle school 
teachers, social workers, and deans. The students are at-risk due to grades, 
organizational skills, lack of effort, or home difficulties. The students are placed in 
lower track classes and a small teacher-supervised study hall. Grades are monitored 
on a weekly basis.
Project Success
Project Success in a lunch study hall for students failing math. Students are placed in 
the study hall by guidance counselors and must remain until grades are passing grades. 
The student eats lunch then attends the study hall for twenty minutes. Certified 
teachers supervise and tutor the study hall.
Link Mentors
Link Mentors is a one-to-one mentor of a senior student with an incoming 9th grade 
student. The purpose o f the mentoring is to orientate the student to the school, 
activities, and programs that are offered by the school, as well as answer any questions 
the 9th grade student may have. Link Mentors continues for the entire first semester.
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